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SERIES EDITOR'S PREFACE 

The New Critical Idiom is a series of introductory books which seeks to 

extend the lexicon of literary terms, in order co address the radical 

changes which have taken place in the study of literature during the last 

decades of the twentieth century. The aim is ro provide clear, well

illustrated accounts of the full range of terminology currently in use, 
and to evolve histories of its changing usage. 

The current state of the discipline of literary studies is one where 
there is considerable debate concerning basic questions of terminology. 
This involves, among ocher things, the boundaries which distinguish 

the literary from the non-literary; the position of literature within the 

larger sphere of culture; the relationship between literatures of different 
cultures; and questions concerning the relation of literary to ocher cul

tural forms within the context of interdisciplinary studies. 
It is clear that the field of literary criticism and theory is a dynamic 

and heterogeneous one. The present need is for individual volumes 

on terms which combine clarity of exposition with an adventurousness 
of perspective and a breadth of application. Each volume will contain as 
part of its apparatus some indication of the direction in which the defi

nition of particular terms is likely ro move, as well as expanding the di s

cip linary boundaries within which some of these terms have been 
traditionally contained. This will involve some re-situation of terms 

within the larger field of cultural representation, and will introduce 
examples from the area of film and the modern media in addttion to 

examples from a variety of Ii terary texts. 
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INTRODUCTION 

This book is abour the kinds or genres of speech, writing , images, an-d 
organised sound: forms of talk and writing, of drawing and painting 

and sculpting, of architecture, of music, and mixed forms like film, tele
vision, opera, and drama. It is a book about how genres organise verbal 

and non-verbal discourse, cogerher with the actions that accompany 

chem, and how they contribute co che social srrucrnring of meaning. 
I take it that all rexes are strongly shaped by their relation co one or 

more genres, which in mm they may modify. In certain areas of cri t i
cism it is assumed chat genre is a term that applies co some rexes and 

not to ochers: thus we speak ot genre films , meaning strongly defi necl 

genres such as the Western or the heist movie; of genre painting, mean

ing a style of representation of everyday scenes, defined by opposition 

co paintings on larger hiscorical themes; and of genre fiction , meaning 

for the most pan such popular genres as the detective srory or science 
fiction . Genre in this sense indicates che formula ic and the conventional. 

Now, it is certainly the case that ch is usage points co real disti nccions 

between different rexrnal functions, different audience structures, and 

different patterns of reading. Bur for the purposes of this book I treat 

this way of speaking about genre as irrelevant because it obscures the 

extent co which even the most complex and least formulaic of rexes is 
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shaped and organised by its relation to generic structures. Genre, as J 
use the term here, is a universal dimension of texruality. 

In what follows, I am not concerned with the question of how to 
classify or to recognise genres, and the book is neither a description nor 
an endorsement of existing classifications. It is not designed to be com
prehensive, to 'cover' the range of genres, because I assume that there 
is no master list. Rather than developing a detailed description of all the 
genres that there are, what I do is try to think about the uses of genre: 
how do genres work in practice, what do we do with genre classifica
tions , what are their social dimensions' Jn particular, the book is about 
how genres actively generate and shape knowledge of the world; and 
about how generically shaped knowledges are bound up with the exer
cise of power, where power is understood as being exercised in 
discourse, as well as elsewhere, but is never simply external to discourse. 
In that sense I understand genre as a form of symbolic action: 
the generic organisation of lang uage, images, gestures, and sound makes 
things happen by actively shaping the way we understand the world. 

The book's central argument, then, is that far from being merely 
'stylistic' devices , genres create effects of reality and truth, authority and 
plausibility, which are central to the different ways the world is 
understood in the writing of history or of philosophy or of science, or 
in painting, or in everyday talk . These effects are not , however, fixed 
and stable, since texts - even the simplest and most formulaic - do not 
'belong ' to genres but are, rather, uses of them; they refer not to 
'a' genre but to a field or economy of genres, and their complexity 
derives from the complexity of that relation . Uses of texts ('readings ') 
similarly refer, and similarly construct a position in relation to that 
economy. 

I'm not unaware , of course, that this book itself has a generic shape, 
that of the 'i ntroducrory guide' which is lucidly described in the Series 
Editor's Preface. You will judge for yourself whether I manage to 'com
bine clarity of exposition with an adventurousness of perspective and a 
breadth of application'; more importantly, I hope that by the end of the 
book you will recognise the kind of speaking position that is con
structed for me and for you by thi s genre, and the kinds of effect of 
knowledge and truth it generates. Needless to say, I hope char you will 
be able to see a Ii ttle further through them. 

INTRODUCTION 

The shape of the book is as follows. In the first chapter, 'Approaching 
Genre', I set our what I take to' be some of the basic problems in chink
ing about genre - questions about how genres incorporate and invoke 
structures of knowledge, about rhe kinds of classification they perform, 
about hisrorical continuity and difference, and about the kinds of ac rion 
they perform upon the world . I think about the material embedding of 
genre structures in bookshop shelves and filing sys tems and television 
guides and everyday talk, and about their organising force in everyday 
life . I think about how genres relate to recurrent situations. And I try to 
stress chat genres are nor fixed and pre-given forms by thinking abour 
texts as performances of genre rather rhan reproductions of a class to 
which rhey belong, and by following Derrida in stressing rhe impor
rance of edges and margins - that is, in stressing the open-endedness of 
generic frames . 

In Chapter 2, 'Simple and Complex Genres', I take up from Bakhtin 
and Jolles the concept of certain 's imple forms' of texmality that they 
rake to be the building blocks of more complex forms , and I explore· the 
genre of the riddle to see how well the concept works . I find that, 
although it is in some ways useful, it can't really be sustained because 
even the most apparently basic forms produce complex effec ts. In the 
process, however, I hope to say some interesting things about how rid
dles work and, more generally, about how genres are structured . What 
this exploration opens up for me is an investigation of relations between 
genres, something that I take to be a central feature of how they func
tion; I look at reported speech as an example of one such relationship, 
and rhen more generally at citation and other forms of intertex rualiry 
which I believe illuminate the core processes of textuality. 

Chapter 3, 'Literary Genre Theory', begins by meditating upon the 
classificatory functions of genre and placing them in the context 
of human classification in general. I look briefly at biological models 
of taxonomy and at some of the metaphors through which genre has 
been understood - the family, rhe species, the contract , the speech act, 
and so on. Most of the chapter is taken up with a historical account of 
genre theory, from the poetics of Plato and Aristotle through the 
Romantic notion of a small set of 'natural forms ', to a number of con
temporary accounts that seek to deal with the diversity and historicity 
of genres. I follow Fowler and others in distinguishing genres from 
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modes , and I finish the chapter by seeking to bring together the differ
ent logics involved in thinking about genre in terms of a poetics (a 
systematic account of structures) and in terms of historical description 
of the genres char have actually existed. 

Chapter 4, 'Implication and Relevance', extends some of my provi
sional conclusions by mapping our the three overlapping and intersect
ing dimensions along which I think genre is organised and by which 
particular genres produce their effects of truth and authority: the 
dimensions of formal organisation, of rhetorical structure, and of the
matic content (roughly: how genres are shaped, the speaking positions 
they enable, and what they are typically about) . I then move to think 
about how these structures project generically specific 'worlds' : more or 
less coherent structures of meaning built up our of presupposed knowl
edges which genres at once invoke and reinforce. I use (in a somewhat 
critical manner) certain theories from natural language philosophy and 
cognitive psychology ro talk about the processing of information, and I 
argue that genre is central to the social organisation of knowledge. In 
the rest of this chapter I look, briefly and schematically, at how the vari
ous genres of philosophy and of history organise disciplinary knowl
edges in specific and distinctive ways. 

Chapter 5, 'Genre and Interpretation', explores the idea that genre is 
a set of cues guiding our reading of texts. Here the notion of the frame 
becomes important: I use it ro talk about how we recognise differences 
in genre, and about the contextual nature of cues. This chapter moves 
through a number of textual examples to examine the play between a 
structured text and a process of reading that responds to the text's 
strategic intentions, but which may, of course, productively ignore 
them . Genre is one of the ways in which texts seek to control the uncer
tainty of communication, and it may do so by. building in figures of 
itself, models of how it should be read. The complexity of genre means, 
however, that these models can never be taken as straightforward guide
lines, and indeed that notions of a one-way flow between genre and text 
can never be particularly useful. 

In Chapter 6, 'System and History', finally, I take up the idea that 
genres exist only in relation to other genres , and that these relations are 
more or less systemically ordered at any point in time. Genres belong to 
an economy: a set of interdependent positions that organise the universe 
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of knowledge and value. Yet the content of such systems and of particu
lar genres within them is consrantly changing. I look at the history of 
the poetic form called the elegy in order to demonstrate how such 
changes are worked out in different historical circumstances as the r.eia
tions between chis poetic form and ochers mutate; and. using 
Hollywood movies as my example, I think some more about the insr :.:u
tional underpinnings by which genres come into being and are given 
authority and weight. I finish the book by turning these questions 
about genre back to the classroom in which genre forms are so crucially 
transmitted, and where we learn to think with and through them as we 

learn our culture. 

5 



1 
APPROACHING GENRE 

PRELIMINARY QUESTIONS 

Consider the following piece of writing, displayed recently for a few 
hours on hoardings in the streets of Edinburgh: 

RAPE CASE 

JUDGE IN 
NEW STORM 

This very transient and very simple text, referring to a judge deemed to 
be handing down lenient sentences, works with a number of 'deep' sup
positions . It supposes a reader walking or driving in the street whose 
attention needs to be caught by large and bold lettering, and who 
knows that these words are on display because they are tied to a story in 
che newspaper whose name is inscribed on che border of the poster. le 
assumes that the reader believes che story it tells is factually true, and 
that it is newsworthy, nor trivial (chis is one reason why the word 

'storm ' here cannot be read literally: judges caught in the rain are not 
news) . And it supposes that the reader possesses the information neces
sary co understand what chis 'case' was, and hence what the old 'scorm' 
was in which chis judge was involved. (The reader must also know 
enough about legal process ro know what a judge and a case are.) 
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Mose of the knowledge required to read and understand chis text is 
knowledge about che kind of writing it is: knowledge about its genre. 

Some of che knowledge required of the reader looks like knowledge 
about the real world rather than knowledge about texts and genr(;!s; but 
the 'rape case' with which the reader is deemed co be familiar is defined 
by the face chat it was extensively written about in previous issues of the 
newspaper; che 'srorms', both old and new, are scorms in a newspaper, 
and che knowledge che reader is . expected to have is intercextual: 
knowledge of earlier reports and earlier controversies. 

This piece of writing establishes a set of knowledges , then, by 
invoking chem in a compressed form; like all rexes , this one is el.tipcicai, 
setting out new information on rhe basis of old information which is not 
explicitly given bur which it supposes its reader to have. (le may be char 
the reader does not have it, of course: they may not be able co read, they 
may be a child, or they may just nor have heard about the previous 
scory: they may not belong, chat is to say, to the discourse community 
which is invoked and renewed by chis hoarding.) In its small way, chis 
text constructs a world which is generically specific. It is different 
in kind from the worlds performed in other genres of writing , although 
ic will overlap with some of them . 

In calling chis story a 'wot!d ' I don' t mean to imply rhat ic is a 
complete world, the infinitely complex cocalicy of everything that exists. 
This is a schematic world, a limited piece of reality, which is sketched in 
outline and carved out from a larger continuum. It has its own coordi
nates of space and time: a strip of rime screeching from the 'old. ' ro the 
'new' 'scorm', and the geographical and cultural space of Scotland .. This 
world is populated by specific players (judges, criminals, victims, and 
ordinary people) and infused with a moral ethos which bri~gs V:,ith ir 
certain atti cudes to these players (judges are pocencially out of touch 
with reality and so rend co be overly lenient in their sentencing, crimi 
nals should be punished in accordance with their crimes, ordinary peo
ple have a stake in these issues because they are always potential v iccims). 

The definition of space, rime, moral ethos, and players is an effect of 
the genre which is actualised as story in rhe hoarding headlines and 
more fully articulated in the successively more expansive pieces of text 
(heading, sub-heading , first paragraph, subsequent paragraphs) in the 
newspaper itself. ln addition to chis thematic content, rhe headline is 
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characterised by a number of distinctive formal features which set it 

apart as a genre: compression, nominalisation or suppression of verb forms, 

the use of large and bold type, and a specialised vocabulary in which 

'storm', for example, means 'furious controversy'. In another, even more 

strikingly nominalised headline from a few days earlier - DEATH MUM 

TRAGEDY PROBE CALL - the word 'probe' takes on a meaning 
('enquiry ' or 'investigation') that it possesses in few if any other contexts, 

and the synrax twists itself into a chain of implicit causal linkages which 

requires a quite specialised knowledge of the genre if it is to be trans
lated into an expanded form ('there have been calls for an official inves

tigation into the circwnstances surrounding the tragic death of a mother 

of small children'). Note finally that , although the two texts belong to 
one of the simplest of genres , they nevertheless man.age between them 

to refer, in the course of eleven words, to five other literary and non-literary 
genres: the legal case, the 'storm' (controversy), tragedy, the 'probe' (official 

enquiry), and the 'calf'. These texts are at once generically structured and 

metageneric in their reference: they refer from one genre to another. 

Suppose, though, that I modified the words of the headline to pro

duce a slightly different text - something like: 

SCAP EGRACE 

RAPE CASE 

JUDGE IN 

NEW STORM 

and that these words appeared not on a street hoarding but in an anthol

ogy of poetry. Framed and lineated in this way, they would be read as a 
poem (of sorts), and we would attend to the sound of its words 

and the rhythm of its enjambed lines in a way that we didn 't with the 

first text , where the lineation, the spondaic rhythms, the nearly 

equal letter count in each Line (8-7-8), and the internal assonance 
(rape case) were disattended , treated as inconsequential. Certain formal 

features become salient in the new text which would have been dis

regarded in the hoarding: a dancing rhythm, for example, which gener

ates a certain playfulness in the place of moral indignation. 
Yet it is not the formal features in themselves that lead us co make a 

different generic assignment, although it helps that I have manipulated 
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the text co call attention co them. It is, rather, the different ffa_m/YJg of 
the two texts - their placing in different contexts - that governs the _dif

ferent . salience of their formal features, and of all the other dimensions 

of genre that are entailed in this shift of frame: a different structure of 

address , a different moral universe, and different truth-effects . O r 

rather, there is an interplay between the cues given by formal fea tures, 

such as assonance and rhythm, and the reframing that reinforces thei r 

role; and these intertwined effects of form and framing give rise to new 

patterns of meaning and cone. 
Let me summarise the different structural dimensions that have 

emerged from my discussion of the genre of the headline to th i.s point . 

In brief, they look like this : 

• a set of formal features: the visual structure of the type size and its 

relation to the page; the organisation of sounds, much more 
strongly foregrounded when the text is rewritten as a 'poem '; a ·syn

tactic structure which works above all through nominali satioo of 
verb phrases; and a vocabulary which is , in part, specific' CD -che 

genre of the headline 
• a thematic structure which draws upon a set of highly conventional 

topics or topoi (the lenient judge, the tragically dead mum) and 

projects a schematic but coherenr and plausible world from these 

materials 
• a situation of address in which an anonymous speaker addresses a ran

dom and undifferentiated reader passing by in the street. This 
speaking position brings with it a certain kind of aurhority and 
moral force ('what I say is true, and I know that you share my moral 

concern'), or whac I earlier called 'cone' 
• a more general structure of implication , which both invokes a nd pre

supposes a range of relevant background knowledges, and irr so 

doing sets up a certain complicity wich che reader 

• a rhetorical function : the cexc is structured in such a way as co 

achieve certain pragmatic effects : co catch the attention of.<J".cjjs

cracted reader with sufficient force co persuade them co buy _.<\ q:i·py 

of che newspaper; co reinforce a sec of populist moral judgemenrs 

• Finally, che generic structure of rhis text is established , and many of 
these other dimensions accivated , by a physical setting wh ich cakes 

9 
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on the force of a regulative frame. This frame differentiates the 
genre of this text from other possible genres, alerts us to the way it 
works (its rhetorical function), and draws our attention rowards 
some of its features and away from others. 

Genre, we might say, is a set of conventional and highly organised 
constraints on the production and interpretation of meaning. In using the 
word 'constraint' I don 't mean to say that genre is simply a restriction. 
Rather, its structuring effects are productive of meaning; they shape and 
guide, in the way that a builder's form gives shape to a pour of concrete, 
or a sculptor's mould shapes and gives structure to its materials. Generic 
structure both enables and restricts meaning, and is a basic condition for 
meaning to take place. I rake it that genre theory is, or should be, abour 
the ways in which different structures of meaning and truth are pro
duced in and by the various kinds of writing, talking, painting, filming, 
and acting by which the universe of discourse is structured . That is 
why genre matters: it is central to human meaning-making and to the 
social struggle over meanings . No speaking or writing or any other 
symbolically organised action rakes place other than through the shap
ings of generic codes, where 'shaping' means both 'shaping by' and 
'shaping of: acts and structures work upon and modify each other. 

Ar the same time, there are real and perhaps intractable conceptual 
difficulties involved in thinking about genre. Assuming rhar we wanr to 
do something other than simply list the genres that there are (a list 
which is potentially endless, not least because new genres are constantly 
emerging and old ones changing their function), we would have to 
think about some of the following questions: 

• How do we know what knowledge is built into the structure of a 
genre? 'Built inro' in what sense' How are these background 
knowledges organised, and what determines their relevance to the 
interpretation of a texr 1 

• How is a text assigned co a particular genre1 What operations must 
readers (listeners , viewers ... ) perform in order to generalise from a 
specific piece of text to rhe class of which it is a member I 

• Are there in fact such well-defined classes, or are the genres of talk 
or writing or painting (and so on) looser, fuzzier, more open-ended 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 
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than, say, a mathematical set or a biological species? What model of 
generality best captures the way genres operare 1 . 

What guarantees that we correctly recognise this dass 1 Is there 
such a thing as 'correct' genre assignment, or is the process of gen
eralisation looser and more variable? When the form or the function 
of a genre chanaes, is it still the 'same' genre1 . 

Conversely, wh:r relations hold between all the members of a class 1 

How many features must they have in common before they count as 
'belonging' to itl How do we know which features are relevant to a 
judgement about genrel And is the point of thinking about genre 
to assign texts to rhe relevant class, or rather to say something use
ful about the meaning or the working of a rext 1 

Do texts in fact 'belong' ro a genre, in a simple type/token relation 

(general form/particular instance), or should we posit some m~:e 
complex relation, in which texts would 'perform' a genre, or mod1ty 
it in 'using' it, or only partially realise a generic form, or would be 

composed of a mix of different genres 1 

What happens when genre frames change, as in the case when 
a newspaper hoarding is read as a poem, and when the 'same' text is 
reinscribed in a book as an 'example ' of a genre' Do texts have 
a determinate structure, and if they do, to what extent does this 

limit the ways they can be read 1 . 

To what extent and in what way does the setting or frame of a cei<t 
govern the salience and function of its various elements? If we kno:W 
rhe genre to which a text belongs , can we predict what it will be lik.e' 
What exactly is the 'setting' of a genrel Is ir a matter of physical 
context, or of something immareriaP Where does its regulative 
force come from? Is it an empirical fact, or does its power der.ive 
from rhe fact rhar it is a kind of setting? 
Given the diversity of dimensions along which genre can be defined 
(formal structure, thematic structure, mode of presentation , rhet~ri
cal function ... ), is ir possible to produce a coherent accourit of r~1e 
interrelations between rhem 1 

This book does not aim to solve the many problems of taxonomy, to 

produce an overall ' theory ' of genre, or to elaborate a systematic account 
of the relations between texts and genres. Bur I do assume that these are 
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interesting problems, because they go ro the heart of the way meaning 
and truth are structured, circulated, and controlled in a set of complex 
social relations of discourse . The category of genre is a privileged 

object of study because it supposes that questions of meaning and truth 
are always questions of form and of the situation of urrerance (these 

are questions I explore more fully later in this chapter); because it has 
ro do at once with systems and with hisrorical change; and because 
it ranges over every level of rhe symbolic order, of our social world and 
of every other. 

THE SITUATION OF GENRE 

Reflecrion on genres and the distinctions between them is built deep 
into ordinary ralk and writing and inro systems for the ordering of texts 
and talk . We have already seen it happening, spontaneously and without 
conscious intenr, in the two newspaper headlines. It may rake the form 
of explicit guidelines, or of informal reflection by way of ' rules , silences, 
gestures, ... complainrs' (Gil trow 2002: 202): small hints that warn 
of boundaries. It is embedded in filing systems, in the organisation of 
books and journals in libraries, in school syllabuses, in rhe instructions 
for filling our tax returns, in Powerpoint templates, and in online dis
cussions of list etiquette. Ir flourishes 'at the thresholds of communities 
of discourse, patrolling or conrrolling individuals' participation in 
the collective, foreseeing or suspecting their involvements elsewhere, 
differentiating, initiating , resrricring, inducing forms of activity, ratio
nalising and represent ing rhe relations of the genre ro the community 
that uses ir ' (Gilrrow 2002: 203). Embodied in sorting mechanisms 
that are continuously reinforced by discussion, by use, even by contesra
rion, generic classification is ar once 'conceptual (in the sense of persis
tent patterns of change and action, resources for organising abstractions) 
and material (in the sense of being inscribed , transported , and affixed 
ro stuff)' (Bowker and Star 1999: 289). This is ro say that genre is not 
just a matter of codes and conventions, bur that it also calls inro play 

systems of use, durable social institutions, and rhe organisation of 
physical space. 

At another level, classification is an industrial matter. Ir is enacted in 
publishers' catalogues and booksellers' classifications, in the allocation 
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of time-slots for television shows and in television guides, in the guide
lines and deliberations of arts organisations, and in the discourses 9 f 
marketing and publicity, rogether with the whole apparatus of rev;~w

ing and listing and recommending, that drive so much of film produ~
rion. The consumers of books, recorded music , television and film are 
ongoingly schooled, and actively school themselves, in the fine-grained 
derails of genre. Bur this 'schooling' translates into difficult and precari
ous judgements: is this srory I'm hearing meant robe serious or joking? 
Do I read this movie as melodrama or pastiche) Readers and viewers and 
listeners have constant resort ro a kind of folk classification, an unsys
tematically systematic taxonomy which feels intuitive and yet covers 
most of rhe difficult and ambiguous cases they are likely ro ~nc.ounter, 
and translates an experience of texts into rhe terms of a naturalised moral 
order ('I don't like Hollywood action movies because they ' re so viol~n~'). 

'Folk classification' is perhaps a patronising way of putting it. 
Almost all classification systems have a kind of 'folk ' logic to them , in rhe 
sense that George Lakoff speaks of there being a folk theory of categori
sation itself, which says 'that things come in well-defined kinds, rliat ~he 
kinds are characterised by shared properties, and that there is one righ t 
taxonomy of the kinds ' (Lakoff 1987: 21, cited in Bowker and . Star 
1999: 33). It 's easy enough ro see arbitrariness and incoherence in th~ 
organisation of shelves in the video store or the record shop: are the cat
egories of 'comedy', 'drama', 'war', 'action' , 'adult ', 'science fiction' in the 
one place and 'rock', 'easy listening', 'soundtracks', 'pop', and 'world music' 
in the other meant robe murually exclusive, or do they overlap) Yet , as we 
shall see in Chapter 3, just the same lack of internal coherence characterises 
almost all attempts at a systematic scholarly analysis of rhe literary gen
res, which uneasily mix thematic, formal, modal , and functional criteria. 

In one important sense, however, these shortcomings and incon~istencies 
are irrelevant. Genre classifica~ions are real. They have an organis;hg 
force in everyday life. They are embedded in material infrastruct~es and 
in the recurrent practices of classifying and differentiating kinds of 
symbolic action . And they bind abstruse and delicate negotiat ions 

of meaning ro the social situations in which they occur. Ir would almost 
be a definition of genre to say that it is a relationship between textual 

structures and the situations that occasion them, although, as .we shall 
see, the concept of 'situation' needs to be defined with some care. 

13 
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This emphasis on the social and situational underpinnings of genre 
corresponds closely to the way much recent work in the field of rhetoric 
has tended to think about it: as a structured complex which has a strate
gic character and interacts with the demands of an environment. For 
Campbell and Jamieson, 'a genre is composed of a constellation of 
recognisable forms bound together by an internal dynamic', and this 
dynamic is a 'fusion of substantive, stylistic, and situational elements' 
which works as a range of potential 's trategic responses to the demands 

of the situation' (Campbell and Jamieson 1978: 146). Genres are to be 
defined not in terms of the intrinsic structure of their discourse but by 
the actions they are used to accomplish; in Carolyn Miller's words, they 
are 'typified rhetorical actions based in recurrent situations' (Miller 

1994a: 31). 
The work of genre, then, is to mediate between a social situation and 

the text which realises certain features of this situation, or which 
responds strategically co its demands. Genre shapes strategies for occasions; 
it gets a certain kind of work done .. But we need to make some distinc
tions here between the level of structure and the level of the textual 
event. Genre is not itself an action or a performance: it is a ' typified ' 
action, a structural kind . Similarly, the situation ro which it is adapted 
is not a one-off event but a recurrent form. The recurrence that underlies 
genre patterns 'is not a material situation (a real, objective, factual 

event) but our construal of a type' (Miller l 994a: 29), and genre 
'acquires meaning' from the kinds of situation it relates to (Miller 
1994a: 37). It 'embodies the type of recurring situation that evokes it, 
and ... provides a strategic response to that situation' (Coe et al. 2002: 6). 

A variety of metaphors operate here to try to catch something of the 
complexity of that relation between genre as typified action and situa
tion as recurrent form: genre is 'based' in situation and 'acquires mean
ing ' from it; it 'embodies' it and is 'evoked by' it, and at the same time 
it 'provides a strategic response' co it. The patterns of genre, that is to 
say, are at once shaped by a type of situation and in turn shape the 
rhetorical actions that are performed in response to it. 

Let us see how this relation works out concretely in the case of the 
two different settings in which the 'rape case judge' text was placed. 
In the case of the headline, the setting was in the first instance a physi
cal one: street hoardings close to a newsagent's shop or a paperseller's 
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box. This setting is determined by the marketing strategies of the 
news industry, and sets material limits on the way the headllni:s 
are presented . But the actual physical detail will differ slightiy from 
place to place; what matters is· the kind of setting this is , the kind of 
information embedded in it, and how this information gives a certain 
constant shape to the daily-changing messages performed within this 
framework. We could imagine this information in the form of a set of 
reading instructions about the various structural dimensions of the mes
sage: the most general instruction specifies that this message belongs to 
the 'news ' genre, and should thus be read as factual, relevant, and traf.
sient; lower-level messages specify an appropriate thematic range (the 
legal system, tragic deaths ... ), relevant formal structures (bold type, 
nominalisation, compression ... ), and a specific kind of rhetorical 
authority (the particular form of credibility imputed to tabloid newspa
pers). Roughly the same information could, however, be conveyed by a 
quite different physical setting: a similar headl ine could, for exampl~ , 

be included in a digest of current news scories sent by email to newspa
per subscribers, with a link to an electronic version of the full story. T.h.e 
material grounding is quite different, but the generic pattern would Ge 
comparable, if not exactly the same. 

In the case of the reworked version of this headline that I imag ined 
being published in an anthology of poetry, the physical setting would 
activate quite different generic instructions . Here , the setting of the 
words on the page of a book, the ratio of print to blank paper, the con
vention of lineation, and the context of other texts which the ti tie and 
various other cues give us to understand as 'literary', all have the effect ?f 
redirecting our expectations of how the text will work. The most general 
specification of the text as a poem will invite us co read it as a fictional 
imitation of action rather than as a direct representation of a real 
event, and the foregrounding of formal structures (rhythm, visual lay
out) will direct us to give greater semantic weight to these features than 
they would otherwise carry. 

The 's ituation ' to which a genre responds , and which is in some sense 

built into its own structure, is thus only at one level an empirical event. 
To the extent that it shapes and regulates the logic of genre , the Sitli>L·

tion is a recurrent or typical structure of information. It conveys a set of 
constraining instructions about the forms of rhetorical behaviour · which 
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would be appropriate ro its ci rcumstances, and thus translates a set of 
structural constraints inro a set of generic possibilities. In the anthro
pologist Bronislaw Malinowski's famous phrase, it is a 'context of situa

tion', an information-laden structure that conveys the 'purpose, aim and 
direction of the accompanying activities' (Malinowski 1935: 214) . The 
linguist Mi chael Halliday rakes up this concept as part of his argument 
that the 'situation type' is a semiotic structure, a 'constellation of meanings ' 
made up of 'the ongoing social activity, the role relationships involved, 
and the symbolic or rhetorical channel ' (Halliday 1978: 109). What 
Halliday calls linguistic register, a concept which I rake ro be roughly 
equivalent to that of genre, is then 'the configuration of semantic 
resources that the member of a culture typically associates with a situa
tion type. It is the meaning potential that is accessible in a given rocial 
context' (Halliday 1978: 111), where the notion of 'meaning' refers not 
only ro thematic content but ro the complex of thematic, formal, and 
rhetorical dimensions. 

What J am proposing is that texts respond to and are organised 
in accordance with two dist inct but related levels of information, that of 
the social setting in which they occur (a setting which is a recurrent 
type rather than a particular time and place), and that of the genre 
mobilised by the setting and by contextual cues . We should not, how
ever, assume that there is a one-ro-one correspondence between setting 
and genre, or that genres can be read off from their setting. Some set
tings , such as a courr of law, will make possible a number of different 
genres (oath-taking , deposition, cross-examination, summing up, or 
pronouncement of sentence, for example), and some genres, such as the 
complex literary forms , will be relatively indifferent to physical setting . 
We could use the metaphor of translation ro think about relations 
between the levels of setting, genre, and text: texts translate (activate, 
perform, but also transform) the complex of meanings made available by 
the structure of the genre, which in turn translates the informatio~ 
structurally embedded in the situation ro which it responds . 

Anne Freadman develops yet another metaphor, that of the cere

mony, ro think about the material and situational dimensions of genre. 
Any performance of a text , she writes, takes place within a broader 'cere
monial' frame and involves all rhe constituenrs of the occasion: the audi
ence, the acrions of opening and concluding the performance, talk about 
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the performance, and its demarcation from other performances. Such 

things as 'reading a book, attending and giving lectures, dinner c~nver
sations, filling in forms, interviews - and a host of others - are all cere
monial frames and/or the genres that occur within them' (Freadman 

1988: 88). Ceremonies are like games rhat situate other games: 'they are 
the rules for the setting of a game, for constituting participants as play
ers in that game, for placing and timing it in relation to other places 
and rimes' (Freadman 1988: 71). We can say, then , that the ce remonial 
'frames a time and space, setting it apart from others , and marking i[s 
specificity' (Freadman 1988: 88). · 

Again , this has the effect of placing texts and genres in relation rn 
social actions in a social setting. They are nor, however, reducible to thi~ 
setting: textuality is never simply a function of its situation, and the 
concepts of 'genre' and 'ceremonial ' may or may not be coextensive, 
since a text may have different modes of realisation, and may take place 
in quite different ceremonials. Crucially, 'some genres . . . subsist in dJ
ferent ceremonials from the ones in which they conventionally arose . In 
such cases, they take with them the signs of the lost ceremony, conno~ ~ 
ing that ceremony and the social relations it governs ' (Freadman 1988:· 
89). A fragment of a home movie may be shown within a documentary, 
and will carry with it some of the force of its initial function. I will 
introduce a distinction in the next chapter between genres, such as those 
of everyday talk, which seem ro be firmly grounded in the ceremonies of 
face-to-face conversation, and those, such as the more complex aesthetic 
genres, which are highly stylised and are governed by apparently murb 
more abstract institutional frames; but this distinction between simple 
and complex genres is inherently unstable, since even the simp lesr:. of 
genres (and the many genres of everyday talk are by no means simp.le) 
has the capacity ro cite other genres , or ro parody them, or to incorpo
rate them , or to reflect upon its own structure. If setting and genre are 
metacommunicarive frames in relation to texts, texts in turn are always 
potentially rnetacommunications about their frames . 

THE PERFORMANCE OF GENRE 

Discourses, writes Michel Foucault , are practices that systematically 
form the objects of which they speak' (Foucault 1989: 49). Each element 

17 
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of this sentence matters: discourses are practices in the sense that they 
carry our an action; they are systematic because they are relatively coher

ent in the way they work; they are formative of objects in the very act of 

speaki ng of chem, not in the sense that they create objects out of noth

ing bur in so far as they build a weight of meaning around the cate

gories of the world. Discourses - by which Foucault here means something 

very close co what I call genres - are performarive structures that shape 
the world in the very process of purring it inro speech. 

Thus the discourse of the news headline elaborates the category 
' judge' within a broader moral (indeed, moralistic) discourse that selects 

certain features of the world as being worth attending co. This rhematic 

focus is one dimension of the headline's message, but in the very 
act of making a statement about the world the text also projects an atti

tude towards it, an evaluative cone which is built inro the structure 
of address. The third dimension of its reality-forming effect is carried 

by the rherorical channel through which it speaks: the use of bold 

print on a poster conveys a sense of urgency, as though the headline 

were a cry in the street (as in some cultures, where newspaper sellers cal l 

out the headlines , it literally is) . Through these three dimensions of the 

message a layered series of background knowledges and values is at once 
evoked , called into being, and reinforced; they include knowledge about 

a previous controversy, a sedimented set of criticisms of lenient sentenc

ing by judges , and a sense that this information is urgently relevant. 

In Colie's words, a sys tem of genres offers 'a set of interpretations, of 
"frames" or "fixes " on the world' (Colie 197 3: 8). This, I think, is a way 

of saying that every organisation of experience is partial and is defined 
by the terms of one or another genre; different genres set up 'worlds ' 

which are specific co them, although they may overlap with ochers, as in 
the very particular world of the tabloid press, made up of scandals and 

celebrities . In putting it this way, I am trying co get at one of the reasons 

why genre theory has something important to say about how real ities 
are constructed and maintained. For Bakhrin/Medvedev (the name refers 

ro a text attributed co Medvedev but probably joinrly written), genre is 

'an aggregate of the means for seeing and conceptualising reality' 

(Bakhrin/Medvedev 1985: 137, ci ted in H anks 2000: 143); a cent ral 

implication of the concept of genre is thus char the real ities in and 

amongst which we live are not transparently conveyed co us bur are 
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mediated by systems of represenration : by talk, by writing, by acrlng (io 
all senses of the word). by images , even by sound . Whereas the ' realist ' 

genres of philosophy or hisrory or science, and indeed of everyday common 

sense, rend ro assume that reality is singular and external to the forms 

through which we apprehend it, the notion of genre as ' "frames" or "fixes" 

on the world ' implies the divisibility of the world and the formative 
power of these representational frames. If, however, we so readily believe 

that we can look through pieces of text , as through a window, r6 an 

already-constituted world outside it , this is above all because 'we learri 
so naturally by forms and formulae that we ofren entirely fail co recog

nise them for what they are' (Colie 197 3: 5 ). 
This is the central argument of this book : that, far from being 

merely 'stylisti c' devices, genres create effects of reality and truth which 
are central ro the different ways the world is understood in the writing 

of hisrory or philosophy or science, or in painting, or in everyday talk. 
The semiotic frames within which genres are embedded implicate ar.d 

specify layered ontological domains - implici t realities which ge,1res 

form as a pre-given reference, together with the effects of authori ty acd 

plausibility which are specific co the genre. Genre, like formal stn.ic

tures generally, works at a level of semiosis - that is, of meaning
making - which is deeper and more forceful than that of the explicit 

'conrenr' of a text. 
Let me illustrate this with two examples. The first is a reading by 

the literary criti c Northrop Frye of Milton's 'Lycidas', a poem published 

in 1638 in a collective volume of elegies for a friend who had droV:.ncd 
and using rhe occasion ro denounce the failings of the established c hurch . . 

Arguing against a familiar pose-Romantic way of reading poems as acts 

of self-expression, Frye writes that the starting poinr for an informed 
reading of the poem must be the knowledge that it is '.an elegy in the 
pasroral tradi tion' (Frye 1963: 19). This tradition marries a set of classi

cal and biblical sources such as Theocritus, Vergil's Eclogues, the 23rd 

Psalm, and the New Testament's imagery of Christ as shepherd, rn·e 

chief link between these rwo strands in Milron's day being Vergil 's Fo1Jrr-h 

or Messianic Eclogue, which is read as a prophecy of the birth of Chiist /.' 

The conventions of the pasroral elegy read the mourned hero not .aS 
an individual bur as the dying male god of Greek mythology: Orpheus 

and Adonis , Shelley's Adonais, the Daphnis of Theocritus and Vergil. 



20 APPROACHING GENRE 

He is associated with the cyclical rhythm of the seasons, and with a red 
or purple flower: the hyacinth, or the field poppies of the First World 
War. The lament for Edward King , the ostensible subject of Milton 's 
p6em, should thus not be read as a matter of personal grief or, as in 
some more recent critic ism, of homoerotic attachment, because this is to 
miss the mode of 'sincerity ' that Milton works with: 'Lycidas', writes 
Frye, 'is a passionately sincere poem because Milton was deeply inter
ested in the structure and symbolism of funeral elegies, and had been 
practising since adolescence on every fresh corpse in sight, from the uni
versity beadle to the fair infant dying of a cough' (Frye 1963: 125). The 
'I' that speaks in the poem is that of a professional poet in his conven
tional shepherd disguise, not that of the grieving personal self. 

Milton is , of course, a poet who is acutely aware of the generic tradi
tions within which he works. But just the same images and conventions 
emerge in the work of two other poets who seem to be resolutely hostile 
to conventional forms of expression. For Frye, Wordsworth's Lucy 
poems, a small set of lyrics published between 1798 and 1802, consist 
of 'flat simple statements which represent, in literature , the inarticu
lateness of personal sincerity' : 

No motion has she now, no force: 
She neither hears nor sees . 

(Frye 1963: 125) 

But this 'pretence of personal sincerity is itself a literary convention', 
Frye continues, and 'as soon as a death becomes a poetic image, that 
image is assimilated to other poetic images of death in nature, and hence 
Lucy inevitably becomes a figure of Proserpine (the goddess of the 
underworld] , just as King becomes an Adonis ': 

Rolled round in earth's diurnal course 
With rocks and stones and trees 

(Frye 1963: 125) . 

Something similar happens in the case of another poet who is even more 
strongly resistant to convention and even more strongly committed to 
an aesthetics of personal scatement. In Walt Whitman's 'When Lilacs 
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Last in the Dooryard Bloomed', an elegy composed immediately aftr r 
the assassination of Abraham Lincoln in 1865: 

the dead man is not called by a pastoral name, but neither is he called 
by his historical name . He is in a coffin which is carried the length 
and breadth of the land; he is identified with a 'powerful western 
fallen star'; he is the beloved comrade of the poet, who throws 
the purple flower of the lilac on his coffin; a singing bird laments th~ 
death, just as the woods and caves do in 'Lycidas'. Convention, gen;e , 
archetype, and the autonomy of forms are all illustrated as clea1 ,ly in 
Whitman as they are in Milton. · 

(Frye 1963: 125-6) 

In both cases , then, the structure of the elegiac genre imposes mean
ings which predominate over whatever the poet's more immediate emo
tions and intent might have been; and I conclude with Frye i:hat 
whatever event might have provoked the act of writing, ' the form al 

inspiration, the poetic structure that crystallises around the new ever.(, 
can only be derived from other poems ' (Frye 1963: 125). · 

My second example again sets a reading of conventions (here , those 
of speech) against a notion of utterance as self-expression. Erving 
Goffman's analysis of talk clearly establishes that the normal state of 
affairs is dialogue, or rather the interacrional structure of sequences 
of responses . Yet there are certain cases, as when I laugh at my own i.oke 
or correct something I have said , when it becomes apparent that both 
the speaker's and the listener's role can be taken by a single person; i"nd}
cating that these roles 'refer not to individuals as such, but "tO enac ted 
capacities' (Goffman 1981: 46). This is strikingly the case for the vari
ous genres ('forms of talk') and sub-genres he calls 'blurted vocalisation' 
where there are 'more roles than persons ' (Goffman 1981: 80). 

One of the norms governing behaviour in public is that talk~ng 

to oneself breaches the requirement that one should be respectfully alt'rt 
in and to the social situation; like reading in public or, in more conter.>1-
porary terms, wearing earphones or talking on a mobile phone, it repre·
sents a withdrawal from sociality. Failure to cease talking w oneself in 
the presence of others looks like madness; and at a lower level of cen
sure, we feel embarrassed if caught rehearsing a play in a mirror, even 
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though thi s is not strictly self-talk. Yet under certain circumstances the 

prohibition on talking to oneself is overridden: when one is told of the 

death of a loved one, for example, a certain display of emotion or concern 

is called for which requires a momentary withdrawal from the scene . 

Indeed, not to express emotion verbally ('I can't believe it!', or whatever) 

looks like cold ness or indifference. Or again, if we try to unlock a car 

that turns out not to be ours, 'we are careful to blurt out a self-directed 

remark that properly frames our act for those who witness it', indicating 

to the world that we are absent-minded rather than a thief (Goffman 
1981 : 94). In such cases, what looks like a spontaneous expression of 

emotion is, Goffman argues, rather a form of sc ripted public display : 

Instead .. . of thinking of self-talk as something blurted out under pres

sure, it might better be thought of as a mode of response constantly 

readied for those circumstances in which it is excusable. Indeed, the 
time and place when our private reaction is what strangers present need 
to know about is the occasion when self-talk is more than excusable. 

(Goffman i981: 96-7) 

Imprecations - exclamations (shit!) that we let out when raken by 
surprise - also function as: 

a form of behaviour whose very meaning is that it is something 
blurted out, something that has escaped control, and so such 

behaviour very often is, or has; but this impulsive feature does not 
mask the limits to which the utterance is socially processed, rather 
the conventionalised styling to which it is obliged to adhere. 

(Goffman i981 : 98) 

Finally, the genre of talk that Goffman calls 'response cries ' - Oops/, 
Brr!, Ouch.1 

- rends similarly to be seen 'as a natural outflowing, a flood

ing up of previously contained feeling, a bursting of normal constraints, 

a case of being caught off guard' (Goffman 1981: 99), and similarly 

work, he argues, as forms of display which are strategically used for 

dealing with a potentially disruptive or embarrassing situation: 
the 'spill cry' (Oops.') that I make when clumsy or off-balance frames my 

loss of control as a momentary accident, insulating it from the rest of 
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my behaviour and min1mis1ng the seriousness of my incompetence. 
These expressions are, then, the very opposite of spontaneous: they are 

generically structured to display spontaneity, but 'what comes to be m:i<lE· 
of a particular individual's show of "natural emotional expression" on 

any occasion is a considerably awesome thing nor dependent on rfre .exis

tence anywhere of natural emotional expressions' (Goffman 1981: · 108}. 
My argument here has of course been polemically slanted to empha

sise the shaping force of generic conventions . The danger with such a 

slant , however, is that this shaping is understood determini stically, and 
genre comes to be seen as a rigid trans-historical class exercising control 

over the texts which it generates. Such a view is possible only if.instances 
of speech or writing or film or painting ate seen as members of previous!i·· 
defined classes which have causal priority over them . This, I want rn 

argue, is at once the traditional and still prevalent view of genre, and one 

that mistakes the dynamic nature of all texcuality. 
Let me begin this further stage of my argument by drawing an ele

mentary but crucial distinction from the anthropologist Dell Hymes. 
H e writes: 

Genres , whether minimal or complex, are not in themselves the 
'doing' of a genre , that is , are not in themselves acts, events , pe1for
mances . They can occur as whole events , or in various relations·hip~ 
to whole events. The structure of an event may encompass pre li mi 

naries and aftermaths, may allow only for partial use of a genre, or 

even just allusion to it, and so forth . 

(Hymes i974: 443) 

A sermon is not the genre of the sermon; a Western is not the .genre 
of the same name. A novel, or a children's story, may inc~rporat~ 
elements of either, without 'belonging' to either genre. The textual event 

is not a member of a genre-class because it may have membersh ip in 
many genres, and because it is never fully defined by 'its' genre. Hymes 

thus continues by stressing the complexity and non-derivativeness of 

this relation: rather than speaking of membership in a class, he wishes 

' to consider performances as relationships to genres, such that one can s.ay 

of a performance that its materials (genres) were reported, described, ru11 
through, illustrated, quoted, enacted ' (Hymes 1974: 443). Texts are • .acrs 
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or performances which work upon a set of generic raw materials . The 
relationship is one of productive elaboration rather than of derivation or 

determination . This is the case with all utterances, and we see it operat

ing in literary texts whenever a writer extends the possibilities of the 

genre within which he or she is normally working . 

In asking a question about the relation between texts and genres, and 

between a text and 'its ' genre, traditional genre theory poses the prob

lem as one of the relation between empirical phenomena and concepts. 
Postulating the text as something like a physical object, and genres as 

an abstract and transcendental class, it ' transforms a generic discourse 
into an ontological discourse' (Schaeffer 1986: 184, my translation); that 

is, it rnrns genre into something really existent, rather than a shorthand 
for a set of similarities and differences between texts , and it works with 

an absolute dichotomy between the concrete/particular and the 
abstract/general. The membership of a text in a genre is taken to be a 
relationship between a general type and a particular instance or 'roken' 

of that type, a logical relationship that allows for no slippage, no lack of 
fit, between one level and the other. 

Freadman describes this model as incorporating a pair of matching 

false assumptions about genre: 

that a text is 'in' a genre, i.e., that it is primarily, or solely, 
describable in terms of the rules of one genre; 

2 that genre is 'in' a text, i.e ., that the features of a text will corre 
spond to the rules of the genre. 

(Freadman i 988: 73) 

Like Schaeffer, she argues that it is more useful to think of genre in 
terms of sets of intertextual relations - minimally, the dialogical rela

tion of two texts in a single setting or 'ceremony ' in which they ' talk' to 

each other, as do the 'brief' and the 'report' char follows from it ; but also 

the relation between all those texts that are perceived to be relevantly 

similar to this one, as well as all those texts that are perceived to be rele

vantly dissimilar. A sermon is defined by its relation to orher sermons, 

even though the kind of thing this is changes over time; but also by the 

fact that it is not a prayer or a eulogy or a political speech. To the extent 
that texts are understood to have a strategic or pragmatic relation tO 

APPROACHING GENR.E 25 

their context , genre classifications are a matter of defining the possibl:· 
uses that texts may have. They define the potential use values of text•;, 

(Beebee 1994: 277), although because the range of possible uses is always 

open-ended, genre classifications are necessarily unstable and unpre

dictable. And this is so above all because texts do not simply have uses 

which are mapped out in advance by the genre: they are themselves uses 
of genre, performances of or allusions to the norms and conventions 
which form them and which they may, in turn, transform. 

The conception of genre that I have been working towards here rep
resents a shifr away from an 'Aristotelian' model of taxonomy in which ~ . 

relationship of hierarchical belonging between a class and its member.; 
predominates, to a more reflexive model in which texts are thoug ht r:o 

use or to perform the genres by which they are shaped. Perhaps the most 
forceful statement of what is entailed in this shifr - and a forceful 

putting into question of the category of genre itself - is that made by 
the post-structuralist philosopher Jacques Derrida in 'The Law of Genr( 
His hypothesis in its simplest and starkest form is this: . 

... a text would not belong to any genre. Every text participates in one 
or several genres, there is no genreless text, there is always a genre 
and genres, yet such participation never amounts to belonging. 

(Derrida i 980: 230) 

The law of genre is 'a sort of participation without belonging '
a taking part in without being part of, without having membership of a 

set' (Derrida 1980: 227). And the reason why a relationship of belong ~ 

ing is not possible is a logical one: the 'mark' that designates membt r-' 

ship in a set (the word 'novel', for example) does not itself be long 

to that set, and may indeed be raken as an object of ' remark' (may be 
remarked upon) by a text wirhin the set. It wouJd thus occupy a posi

tion at once 'outside' the text , as a designation of its class, and ' inside ' ir . 

as a content which is reflected upon . This logical paradox is whar 

Derrida calls ' invagination', a folding in of the set upon itself (the word 

also plays with the opposition of nature and culture that is put in .pl;:,iy;>, 
by the biological roots of the word 'genre'); and the reflexivity that sus :: .· 

rains this paradox is, he says, characteristic of 'what we call art , poetry 

Or literature' (Derrida 1980: 229). These are the forms of writing which_ 
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are at once marked by genre and perpemally at work upon it, internalis

ing and thereby transforming its ' rules'. 
Rules, law, genre as law: as soon as the word 'genre' is sounded, says 

Derrida, 'a limit is drawn . And when a limit is established, norms and 

interdictions are not far behind : "Do," "Do not"' (Derrida 1980: 224). The 

law of genre is a law of purity, a law against miscegenation. Yet lodged 

at the heart of this law is another, 'a law of impurity or a principle 

of contamination ' (Derrida 1980: 225) which registers the impossibility 

of not mixing genres. The tension between these two principles is given 
by the fact of repetition or citation: the fact that any text (for example, 

the two sentences with which Derrida begins his essay, and which he 
then modifies slightly by repetition) can be shifted from its generic con

text and placed in another, or the difficulty of distinguishing a citation 
from a non-citation. The law of genre is from the very beginning under

mined by its lack of hold over the texts which it seems to regulate; 
genre, the law of genre as 'order's principle' is countered by ' the mad

ness of genre' (Derrida 1980: 252), by the fact that 'there is no madness 

without the law' (Derrida 1980: 251), no law without madness. 

Yet to put the matter this way is to suppose that genre is, in the first 

place, and however much it is from the very beginning undermined, 
a matter of law. Against its limits, its closure, its injunction to purity is 

then set the wildness of literature, of writings, like the Blanchot srory 

Derrida reads in the rest of his essay, which set the schematic classifica

tions of genre theory spinning. But all this depends on the initial deci
sion to view genre as a principle of taxonomic purity, something like the 

folk theory of categorisation I mentioned earlier. As Freadman puts it, 
'Derrida's paradox holds for just those genre statements that are made 

according to the Aristotelian model of genre theory, i.e. class-names 

asserted positively ' (Freadman 1986: 363). 
For all its productive ambivalence, Derrida's argumenr participates in 

(I won't say 'be longs to ') a familiar post-Romantic resistance tO genre 

understood as a prescriptive taxonomy and as a constraint on textual 
energy. What matters about the literary text is its singulariry: in Friedrich 

Schlegel's words, which in a sense initiate this tradirion around the end of 

the eighteenth century, Die mockrnen Dichtarten sind nu1· Eine orkr unendlich 
viele. jecies Gedicht eine Gattung fiir sich: the modern genres are either just 
One or an endless multiplicity; every work is its own gerue, is sui generis 

,. 
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(Schlegel 1957: 116). On the one hand, then, the irreducibility of text. i:.o 

system: for Benedetro Croce, writing a century after the brothers Schlegel, 
aesthetic or intuitive modes of thinking are antithetical to logical o r sci

entific modes, and genre theory, the 'theory of artistic and literary kinds ', 

makes the error of trying 'to deduce the expression from the concept , and 

to find in what takes its place the laws of the thing whose place is taken ' 

(Croce 2000: 27). The aesthetic has no logic, logic kills aesthetic expres
sion. For the deconstructionist Thomas Keenan, writing another centur/ 

later, the heart of the literary experience is 'our exposure to the singularfry 
of a text , something that cannot be organised in advance, whose complex
ities cannot be settled or decided by "theories" or the application of more 
or less mechanical programs' (Keenan 1997: 1). Bur of course our experi

ence of a text always is organised in advance - by expectations about what 
kind of text it is, if nothing else. 

On the other hand, however, this absolute singularity of the Book is 
at the same time an absolute generality, that of literature. ~{au1icc· 

Blanc hot takes this tradition of resistance to genre to its logica l excrem<' . 

when he writes: 

The only thing that matters is the book, just as it is , far from genres, out- · 

side the rubrics - prose, poetry, novel, first-person account - under. 
which it refuses to place itself and to which it denies the power of fixi ng 

it in its place and determining its form. A book no longer belongs to.: a . 
genre, every book arises only from literature, as if the latter possessed i·n· 

advance, in their generality, the secrets and formulae which alone permit 

to be given to what is written the reality of a book. Everything would thus 
take place as if, the genres having been dissipated , literature alone were 

affirmed, ... as though there were, then, an 'essence' of literature. 

(Blanchot i 959: 293, my translation) 

This is what Philippe Lacoue-Labarthe and Jean-Luc Nancy ( 1988) ,. 
paraphrasing and extrapolating from Schlegel, call the Li ~erary.- _ 

Absolute , literature not as one genre or another but as at once the to.cal:.· 

ity and the dissolution of kinds . 

One possible response to this tradition is to see it, as Michel 

Beaujour does, as a way of sacralising literature, turning it into a nan

scendental category which can have no truck with the profane real iti_e.s . 
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of the 'd iscursive functions and speech acts embodied in all kinds of 
utterances', including the 'multiplicity of genres' (Beaujour 1980: 18). 
Yet I want to argue that the post-Romantic resistance to genre is not in 
any simple way 'wrong'. On the contrary, it seems tO me important 
tO stress the open-endedness of genres and the irreducibility of texts to a 
single interpretive framework . Derrida is right tO distinguish between 
participation and belonging, and to argue that the 'participation' 
of texts in genres cannot mean a subsumption of the members of a class 
in the closed totality t0 which they belong. Texts work upon genres as 
much as they are shaped by them, genres are open-ended sets, and par
ticipation in a genre takes many different forms. 

At the same time, no text is ever unframed, even if it is the case that 
the act of citation or of translation or merely survival from one moment 
in time t0 another all alter the generic framework within which texts 
are read . Texts and genres exist in an unstable relation, bur at any one 
moment this relation is 'stabilised-for-now' or 'stabilised-enough ' 
(Schryer 1994: 107). Even when a text disrupts all the expectations we 
may have of it, these expectations nevertheless form the ways in which 
we can read it and the ways in which we can change our minds (that is, 
develop new expectations). As the German literary theorist H.R. Jauss 
(1982 : 79) puts it: 

UJust as there is no act of verbal communication that is not related to 
a general, socially or situationally conditioned norm or convention, it 
is also unimaginable that a literary work set itself into an informa
tional vacuum, without indicating a specific situation of understand
ing. To this extent, every work belongs to a genre ... 

and genre matters to the reading of every text . 

2 
SIMPLE AND COMPLEX GENRES 

SIMPLE FORMS: THE RIDDLE 

Some genres seem rather simple, others very complex. Some are closely" 
anchored to a particular kind of situation, others seem tO float free.of 
any such grounding. Some are close to, or even identical with, a single 
speech act, as is the prayer t0 praying, the military command t0 o rder
ing, while others such as the novel or the shaggy-dog srory are made 
up of a multiplicity of speech acts and can incorporate a wide range of 
other genres. 

For these reasons, a number of writers have made a theoretical d.is
tinction between simple and complex genres, or between 'fundamental ' 
forms and the more elaborate forms built from them. Andre Jolles 
describes nine 'simple forms' which are the ancestors of the developed 
literary genres. Andrew Welsh explores the 'roots of lyric' in riddles, 
charms, and chants, which he takes tO correspond to the three funda·-: 
mental forms of poetry defined by Pound: melopoeia (musical), 
phanopoeia (visual), and logopoeia ('the dance of intellect among words') · 
(Welsh 1978: 15). The Russian theorist V.N. Volosinov, who was pan of 
the circle around Mikhail Bakhtin in the 1920s and 1930s and whose . 
published work may in part have been authored by Bakhtin, wrire_s q( 
the 'little speech genres' of oral communication . Emphasising rh~ 
importance of 'language etiquette, speech tact and other form·s -of 
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adjusting an utterance co the hierarchical organisanon of society', he 

argues that each period and each social class has a repertoire of 'ways 

of speaking' in particular kinds of situation, where the content of 

uccerances is adapced co a particular form of uccerance (Volosinov 1973: 

21). Bakhcin picks up che argument in one of his lace essays. Speech 

genres, he says, are cied co particular 'spheres of accivicy', and each 

such sphere 'contains an entire repertory of speech genres chac differen

ciace and grow as che particular sphere develops and becomes more 

complex' (Bakhcin 1986: 60). The nocion of complexity, and che dis

cinccion becween primary and secondary genres, are central co his 

analysis : 

Secondary (complex) speech genres - novels, dramas, all kinds of sci

entific research, major genres of commentary, and so forth - arise in 

more complex and comparatively highly developed and organised cul

tural communication (primarily written) that is artistic, scientific , 

socio political, and so on. During the process of their formation, they 

absorb and digest various primary (simple) genres that have taken 

form in unmediated speech communication. These primary genres 

are altered and assume a special character when they enter into com

plex ones. They lose their immediate relation to actual reality and to 

the real utterances of others. 
(Bakhtin i 986: 62) 

The discinccion can be exrended beyond verbal cexcs . Archiceccure, for 

example, can be choughc of as working wich a small range of simple 

cypes such as che hue , che coccage, che fortified keep, che store room, che 

cell, che cemple, which form che basis for all of its more sophisticaced 

and complex forms , and co which ic constantly refers . This is interesting 

not because ic allows us to reduce the complex co che simple, but 

because che simple forms cend to have specific and definite meanings 

or functions which are then extended, expanded , aggregated , parodied 

or in some ocher way transformed in the more complex forms. 

I begin this chapter by cescing ouc some of these assumptions againsc 

one of Jolles's nine 'simple forms', the riddle , a genre which seems co 

be universally distributed and ro range from simple children 's games ro 

an elaborate literary form. The riddle is 'fundamental ' in the sense thac 
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ic works as a basic language game builc on che social dynamics of ques

tion and answer, or challenge and response, and explores these dyn:amics 

through the concrol of an enigmatic or hidden knowledge. le is chJse co 

some of the mosc basic figures of speech, especially catachresis (che 

application of a cerm co a thing which ic does not properly denoce, as in 

'che leg of a table ') and metaphor, buc ic does have an elaborated literary 

form and it seems co give shape to a number of other genres, such as che 

Metaphysical lyric, che Malay pantun, the Baroque emblem, or detective 

fiction. It is of considerable antiquity : che oldest recorded riddles, wri t 

ten in Sumerian wich Assyrian translacions, come from ancient Babylon 

some 2000 years before the Christian era (Taylor 197 6 : 13 ): 

You went and took the enemy's property; 

The enemy came and took your property. 

(a shuttle) 

Who becomes pregnant without conceiving, 

Who becomes fat without eating? 

(a rain cloud) 

These are recognisably riddles in their posing of a puzzle formed by che 

description of an unknown objecc which has to be guessed. Although 

the first of these Sumerian riddles is not in the form of a question an<l 

answer, it can easily be rewritten in terms of the underlying scrucrnre: 

'What is the name of that thing which ... )', that we - 'we' in Weste rn 

modernity - take co be the canonical form of the riddle. . 

Yee it is perhaps too simple co suppose that riddles are universally 

cast in a common form. Not all question-and-answer texts are riddles . A 

number of African texts classed as riddles may scrike us as anomalous . 

Lee Haring (1985: 165) cites the following: 

perfume from the forest (ginger) 

the grease [fat] of wood (honey) 

Since they have only one predicate, in that they say only one r:hing 

abouc rhe object they describe , rather than two, these utterances see m co 

work as metaphors, lacking the element of paradox or wit that we tend 
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ro associare wirh riddles . Again, some Malagasy riddles simply describe 
rhe feacures of a well-known place: 

perched high where there are beautiful shadows 

(Ambohimanga) 

This is barely more chan a lireral scaremenr, akin ro cerrain non

opposicional riddles' ciced by Georges and Dundes 0 963: 114) ('Wha I 

live in de river? Fish') . Ocher forms of riddle-like sracemenr rhar we 

rend co disringuish from rhe 'rrue' riddle are cacechismic quesrions, 

where rhe answers are derived from bodies of docrrine rarher rhan 
involving wic; rhe Zen koan, rhe poinr of which is ro achieve enlighren

menr rarher rhan co find a solurion; quiz quescions abour specialised 
bodies of knowledge like spore, where rhe answer involves recall rarher 
rhan ingenuicy; and rhe so-called 'neck riddle' , a form in which che 

quesrioner's life depends on defeacing his execurioner wirh an unanswer
able riddle - and where ir is rhe impossibiliry of rhe answer, because of 

whar seems like rhe arbicrariness of irs relacion ro rhe quesrion, char 

defines chis as a variant form (Perpicello and Green 1984: 87). Consider 

the most famous of all neck riddles, che one posed by Samson co the 
Philistines (judges 14): 

Out of the eater came forth meat, and out of the strong came 
forth sweetness. 

(honey from bees swarming in the carcase of a lion) 

The sense of paradox cenrring on rwo secs of opposed ideas: earing meat 

and supplying meat, srrengch and sweetness, is strong here , bur che 
paradox is designed nor co entice but to defeat an answer. The passage 

between chese predicates and rhe riddle 's highly particular referenr 
(honey in a lion's carcase) is coo disram and coo difficult for us ro feel 
chat Samson is playing fair. 

The poles of lireralness and arbirrariness define the ways in which 
riddles can be unsarisfaccory: a 'good ' riddle muse be ingenious (nor lit

eral) and yer, at lease porenriaily, answerable (nor arbirrary). The facr that 

we have so strong a sense of what is not a well-formed riddle is a strong 
indication char our modem, '\\7esrem undersranding of rhe genre conforms 
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co cercain basic rules, cercain presupposicions abouc boch che form and 
che conrem of che genre. Lee me now cry co spell our some of chem. 

A riddle presenrs an enigma. Or racher, rhe enigma is presenred by 

che quescioner as a challenge to che one quescioned: che question , or rhe 

inirial statement, offers something hidden from understanding, bur which 

is underscood by the speaker. This 'something' is both present and 

absent. 

Suppose a very basic riddle: 

What has eyes but can't see? (potato) 

The question conrains two predicares rhar posir two things about che 
unknown referent : rhar X has eyes; and rhat X cannor see. The posses

sion of eyes is normally something we associate wirh faces , and one pos
sible answer to rhis quesrion would be 'rhe face of a blind person '. But 
rhis answer would be less rhan sarisfying, because ir is lireral, and 

because i r is a lirtle coo obvious . The answer 'poraro ' is nearer, and i c 
acrivares rhe pun on rhe word 'eye' in a way rhar produces an elemenrary 

form of wir. (Again, the word 'eye' is an example of carachresis.) 

The presence of rwo possible answers , one obvious and wrong, and 

one rhat is correcr bur nor obvious, is a fearure of many riddles. 
Alrernarively, insread of an obvious bur wrong answer rhere may simply 

be a block, an insoluble puzzle. The enigma ar rhe core of any riddle has 

ro do with irs exploiration of ' rhe ambiguiry of words and rhe mulriplic- · 
icy of conceptual relations' (Freud 1960, quoted in Hamnerr 196 7: 
382). More precisely, ir relies on rhe face char any noun carries wirh ic a 

sec of predicares, a ser of qualiries char we normally associare wirh ir , . 

such as eyes wirh faces; and on rhe face chat such predicate-secs may 
partially overlap: borh faces and poracoes have 'eyes'; borh clouds and 

pregnant women are 'swollen' . The riddle selecrs properries which . 

seem mosr plausibly ro belong co X bur which may also belong ro Y, 

and it often makes ir clear rhrough rhe use of a paradoxical rension 
berween rwo or more properties char X is nor che underlying refereor . 

The 'work ' of rhe riddle involves a crafted play wirh the overlap between 

these p redicate-sets. 
The riddle has rwo pans , often bur nor necessarily a quesrion and an 

answer, spoken by rwo differem people; and rhese rwo parrs have a 
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common referent. They are synonyms, have a common core of meaning; 

and this core is conveyed in a relation of symbolisation which is organ
ised by a range of rhetorical figures both at the semantic level and at the 

level of sound. This is the reason why catechism questions don't count 

as riddles: the question and the answer are not synonymous. Tzvetan 

Todorov thus defines the riddle as the unity within a dialogic couplet of 

a predicate and a subject: a set of properties, and the thing they 

describe. Taken together, this dialogue of subject and predicate gives a 
definition of the thing, either of the kind you would find in a dictionary 

or of the kind you would find in an encyclopaedia, and definitions are 
pieces of 'public' knowledge which must be sharable. This is why answers 

known only to an individual, like Samson's riddle, are not appropriate 
to the 'true' riddle (Todorov 1978: 228-9). 

The underlying form of the riddle is thus something like this: 

1 This thing has eyes 
2 This thing cannot see 
3 What is this thing) 

4 Answer (a): th is thing is the face of a blind person 
5 Answer (b): this thing is a potato 

Yet is it true that riddles have only two parts, co rresponding to a 

question (1-3) and an answer (4 or 5)? In one sense, yes: this is how rid

dles are represented in written form. Bur in practice the answer is fre

quently not given by the person questioned , and is rather the last of three 
moves, which Goffman characterises as '(l) question, (2) thought and 
give-up, (3) answer' (Goffman 1981: 54). It is , normatively, the qttestioner 
who supplies the answer after defeating his or her interlocutor. In order 

to account for this discrepancy between two different ways of under

standing the riddle, we need now to think about it in terms of the social 
practice in which it is embedded, the action it performs within a frame

work of social interaction, and that helps to shape its inner dynamic. 

In these terms, the riddle can be understood as a verbal comest 

staged over a hidden knowledge. Enacting a duel between two or more 
interlocutors, it passes from enigma to revelation and conversational 

vi ctory and defeat . In two variant forms, the duel saves the life of the 

questioner (the neck riddle) or saves the life of the person answering (the 
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oedipal riddle, the archetype of which is Oedipus's escape from his 

encounter with the Sphinx by guessing the answer to her riddling ques
tion) . Describing it as a charm (a magical spell) in reverse, Northrop 

Frye characterises the riddle as a trap that can be sprung if we g uess the 

right answer, whereas rhe unguessed or unguessable riddle may destray 

us (Frye 1976: 136). Thus, 'riddles often imply some kind of en.mity

sirnation or comest, where you will lose a great deal, perhaps yoLir life, 

if you don't know the answer' (Frye 1976: 137). 
Ir is insufficient, then , to think of rhe riddle solely as a verbal form. 

It is , more broadly, a discursive practice which constructs a certain 

kind of relationship between its protagonists. Traces of the sacr:ed or 
taboo hang around the secret knowledge possessed by the questioner 
(Caillois 1986: 151 ), and the challenge and response built inco the 

structure of question and answer encode the form of a ritual ordeal. This 
is elegantly indicated a contrario in the form of Swahili riddle interaction 

reported by Kallen and Eastman, where the 'answer' rakes the form of a 
story in which both the riddle-giver and the recipients are given the 

solution by an old woman. This solving of the puzzle by a third party 

'de-emphasises the divisive elements originally present in the riddle 

interchange, and softens the blow ro the riddle recipients who could nN 

themselves supply the knowledge required of them' (Kallen an.! 

Eastman 1979: 42 3). 
If the riddle is a form of verbal contest, what is the effect of giving <t 

correct answer to the riddle question) Here is another ridd le that has 

something to say about this: 

When one does not know what it is, then it is something; but 

when one knows what it is, then it is nothing. 

(Taylor 1976: 4) 

The 'it' here is the riddle itself: riddles lose their point when th.ey are 

solved. Goffman agrees: 

The purpose of the asked person's move is not to inform the asker 

about the answer but to show whether he is smart enough to uncover 

what the asker already knows. But here the interaction falls flat if 

indeed the correct answer is uncovered .. . or if, upon being told the 
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answer, the asked person does not do an appreciable 'take', this latter 
constituting a fourth move. 

(Goffman i 981 : 54) 

Thus riddles should have one good solution , and rhis solution, just as 

in the detective srory, should be both in principle available ro rhe 

respondent , and in practice nor available . This formal requirement 

shapes the kind of interaction the genre makes possible: rhe work rhar is 

done by riddles is that of linking people rogerher around a game of 

knowing and nor-knowing. (Again, I should stress that rhese rules apply 

only ro the 'Western' form of the riddle: in some African forms rhe 

respondent's approach is governed by rhe fact rhar 'rhe connection 

between question and answer is fixed by tradition and popular accep
tance' (Haring 1974: 197).) 

What I have described thus far is, on rhe one hand , a logical struc

ture which I take ro be characteristic of the Western riddle, what Scott 

(1965: 74) calls a 'partially obscured semantic fit ' between a subject and 

a set of predicates, and, on rhe other, a structure of enunciation which 

has to do with a stylised contest between questioner and respondent, 

waged as a struggle for possession of a secret or hidden knowledge. 

These are both dimensions of the presentation of an enigma, and rhey 

are central ro the social meaning of the riddle; a third dimension has to 
do with the thematic content of riddles . 

Of course, riddles can be about anything. We can guess from rheir 

frequent occurrence as children's games rhar they have something ro do 

with learning about the basic categories of the world , in part by upset

ting them , playing around with them ; and perhaps rhe majority of rhe 

world 's riddles refer ro the ordinary th ings of daily use. Archer Taylor's 

exhaustive English Riddles from 01·al Tradition groups the content of rid

dles as : living creatures, animals, persons, plants, things, and the form, 

function, colour or acts of these entities (Taylor 1951). But in the more 

elaborate riddles of literary and folkloric tradition , certain topoi (recur

rent ropics of discourse) which are embryonically present in the simpler 

forms rend ro emerge as characteristic. I identify three of rhem: 'thing
ness'; sexuality; and rhe disorder of nature. 

The first two of these themes can be neatly identified through their 

fusion in a number of literary riddles from rhe Anglo-Saxon corpus , 
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notably the collection of riddles in the tenth-century Exeter Book. 
Descended from the late-Larin genre of rhe aenigma, the riddle - often cast 

in rhe first-person: le eom or le waes, I am, I was - emerges in English 'as 

rhe enigmatic voice of certain highly wrought objects', with close affini

ties ro the inscriptions found on crosses, weapons, bells, sundials , chess 

pieces and so on; the riddle is the voice of the object, 'withhold[ing ] the 

name of a thing so that the thing may appear as what it is not, in· order 

to be revealed for what it is ' (Tiffany 2001: 73, 79). But consider riddle' 

number 44 in Muir's edition of rhe Exeter Book, in my translation: 

A curious thing hangs by a man's thigh 

Full under the cloth. It is pierced in front. 

It is stiff and hard and it stands proud ; 

When the man pulls up his garment 

Over his knees he wants to poke 

With the head of his hanging thing that well-known hole 

That he has often filled before. 

(key) 

(Muir 2000: 322-3) 

Here rhe descriptive detail is developed for irs own sake, emphas.ising 

the material thingness of this object ; the initial word wraetlic, which 

occurs in a number of other riddles in the Exeter Book and which I have 
translated as 'a curious thing', comes from a word meaning an ornament ; 

a jewel , or a work of art , and it has rhe sense of something skilfully 

wrought, hence wondrous , curious , or rare . Yet this descriptive decail is 

at the same time a functional part of the poem 's game of misleading the 

reader into supposing a sexual content . Sexuality, the private parts ofrhe 

body (a theme that recurs throughout rhe Exeter Book riddles) is io o~e. 
sense the exemplary form of hidden or secret knowledge. These riddles 

suggest that a concern with the details of thingness is also a form of sexual 

curiosity, and the riddle form is perhaps ideally suited ro exploring it. 

The or her thematic area that I find characteristic of rhe riddle is f.>ound 

up with the formal cemrality of paradox ro its display of enigma. It works 

as a sraremem of simultaneous being and nor being, as in rhe follo wing 

(unanswered) riddle from the Palatine Anthology (cited in Taylor 1951: 302): 

'No one sees me when he sees , bur he sees me when he sees nor ; he who 
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speaks does not speak, and he who runs does not run, and I am untruthful 

though I tell all truth '. A Jamaican riddle similarly plays with negation: 

A man have a corn field and he says, ' If they come, they won't come; 

and if they don't come, they come'. The king ask him the meaning of 

that. He tell him, 'If your pigeons come, your corn won't come; and if 
your pigeons don 't come, your corn will come'. 

(Abrahams 1985: 87) 

The more striking form of this accentuation of paradox in the riddle 

occurs, however, in the thematisation of an inverted or ambiguous natural 
order. A simple example is a group of riddles (Taylor 1951, nos . 806-15) 

which turn the eating of fruit into a violently murderous ac L This (fol
lowing Taylor's numbering system) is 806a: 

As I went over London Bridge, 

I saw a lady standing; 

I pulled off her head and sucked her blood 

And left her body standing. 

(blackberry) 

It is above all in the neck riddle , however, chat the force of negation and 

the themacisacion of natural disorder most powerfully occur. This is che 
motif of 'preg nant death': 

As I walked out and in again , 

From the dead the living came. 

Six there is and seven there'll be, 

So tell me this riddle and set me free. 

(A-horse's skull in which he has seen a bird hatching its 
brood of seven, with one still hatching) 

And chis is the motif of posthumous birch: 

Under the earth I go, 

Upon oak leaves I stand; 
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I ride on a filly that never was foa led , 

And carry the mare's skin in my hand. 

(The man had put earth in his cap, oak leaves in his shoe, 

cut open a pregnant mare to obtain the foal, and made a whip of 

the mare's skin) 

Finally, Dorst cites a group of neck riddles having to do with a he·ro 

conceived incescuously between a father and a daughter. The hero is cm 

from his mother's womb, either causing her death or following upon .! 1u· 

murder. Lacer, he ob rains a horse chat is also 'unborn ' . In some cases 

gloves are made from the mother 's skin. The hero eventually wins a 

princess with a riddle alluding to his aberrant birch, che confusion of 

family relations in incest , and the gruesome article of clothing : 

I am not born, neither is my horse. I am the son of the daughter of 

my father, and I wear the hands of my mother. 

This whole thematic area has been particularly important in complex 

literary texts : in Lear's 'Nothing will come of nothing ' (in Shakespeare's 

King Lear), or in the witches' prophetic riddle forecasting chat 'none of 

woman born I Shall harm Macbeth ' (Macbeth, IV, 1, 80-1) - a riddle 

answered by Macduff: 

Despair thy cha rm ; 

And let the Angel , whom thou still has served , 

Tell thee, Macduff was from his mother 's womb 

Untimely ripp'd. 

(Macbeth, V, 8, 13-16) 

. . 

Where the riddle explores natural disorder as an extension of its fasc i

nation with logical contradiction or ambiguity, and treats it in the same. 

way as it does sexual innuendo or delight in the elaborately wrought 

thingness of things, the Shakespearean cexcs turn this fascination into a 

coherent metaphorical focus. The 'dark night' chat 'strangles the travel

ling lamp'. , the falcon 'cowering in her pride of place' which is 'hawk'd 
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at, and kill'd' by 'a mousing owl', Duncan's horses which 'flung out, I 
Contending 'gainst obedience, as they would make/ War with mankind ' 

and which 'eat each other' (Ma.cbeth II, 4, 12-18) represent that more 

general disorder in language or in the natural world which is the coun

terpart of a tear in the social order of things . Yet the very richness of this 

metaphorical focus is in part made possible by the generic structures of 
the riddle on which Macbeth draws. The riddle is in one sense a 'simple' 

form but it is also a complex working of its raw materials: the logic of 

subject and predicate, the cultural organisation of the categories of being, 
the agonistic dynamics of question and answer, and the social force of the 

secret . It is only the beginning of an analysis to posit a distinction 
between simple and complex forms; however useful this distinction may 
be heuristically, all simple forms are in the long run complex. 

GENERIC COMPLEXITY 

Let me say, putting it very simply and continuing with this heuristic and 
provisional distinction , that a 'primary' genre is univocal: it speaks in its 

own 'voice', its formal logic is singular; whereas the more complex 'sec
ondary ' genres are multivocal: their formal logic allows or encourages the 

incorporation of other forms , ocher 'voices'. The prophetic riddles 

in Ma.cbeth have an intercextual force: that is, they refer to the genres of 

prophecy and riddle, and actualise something of the semantic potential of 
each. From the prophecy they cake the sense of an inevitable face ; from the 

riddle , the structure of an apparent paradox which is resolved in an unex
pected way, as well as the link berween patterns of order and disorder in 

language and in the natural world. By welding these two forms together, 
the play fuses the 'non-time' of the riddle (Dorst 1983: 423) with the 

prophecy's drive towards the future : from being a static, non-narrative 
form, the riddle here becomes dynamic; and the delivery of the answer to 

a question we had not suspected to be one ('What is the man who is not 

born of woman I') comes to work as a crucial moment of plot-reversal. 

The play thus rakes the two genres, prophecy and riddle , into itself, 

enriching its own texture by drawing upon their structural force. But 

what does it mean for our understanding of genre ro say that a text in 

one genre incorporates a text in another, and what are the conditions 
that make this possible? 
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In order to begin formulating an answer ro these questions , I want to 
look more closely at the concept of the speech situation and the relation 

of 'voices ' within it. I rake it that all human communication is in some 

sense grounded in and can be derived from a base form of face-ro-fau; 

conversational exchange between two inrerlocurors: that is, thac d ~a· 
logue (not monologue) is the model of all human speech. In this sittn

tion, each speaker figures him- or herself as T and their inrerlocuror as 

'you'. Each of these pronouns is a representation of the presence of the 
speaker ro themselves and ro each other, but each of these pronoufls also 

has the capacity to represent each person in situations other than the 
present one. Thus I can say that 'I was unhappy yesterday ', meaning 
that 'I (here and now)' am speaking of myself ('I then') as other than my 

present self, just as 'you will be in Paris romorrow' projects the present 
'you ' into a 'you' imagined in another time and place. 

This basic speech situation thus already looks rather complex as a 

result of this capacity of the T and the 'you' to represent both a present 
and an absent figure, or both present and absent aspects of the same fig

ure. It is further complicated when we notice that these pronouns have a 

shifting reference: they are not names attached ro bodies , but labile des
ignations of places from which and to which to speak. Every persofl ·is T 

ro themself and rakes their interlocutor for a 'you ', and these pos itions 

are fully reversible . With the addition of the third major slot i.n ~!- · e 
speech situation, the third-person 'he ' or 'she', however, an asymmetry is 

introduced : this other person is a silent participant , an object rather than 

a subject of speech, and is thus sometimes designated as a grammatical 
non-person , unless of course they too become an inrerlocuror, an 'I' or a 

'you '. Thus the full speech situation consists of two or more interlocutors 
and a third , of whom they may speak; yet each interlocutor may speak of 
themselves (of T and ·you') as though they roo were such a third parr y-; 

both present ro and absent from the here and now of speech. 

From this structural fact flows another: char every piece of speaking 

may embed another piece of speaking. I can ci te myself or you 
or another person as speaking, at another rime and place (whether real 

or fictive) , in the first person: 'He said ro me "I don't understafld ''.' A 

secondary speech situation is thus embedded in the primary speech sir.ua

tion, and in principle this embedding could go on forever. The embed

ded speech may be directly reported, or ir may be fully subsumed 
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within the speaker's voice ('He said he didn't understand'), or it may be 

present only as a tonal inflection in that voice ('He didn't understand! '). 
The structure of enunciation in conversational exchange thus involves 

three different ways in which the self-of speech (the 'I' and the 'you', the 

subject of utterance) is displaced and distinguished from the actual people 
who speak (the utterers, or subjects of enunciation): the speaker may refer 

to him- or herself, or to their interlocutor, as being in another place and 
rime; the 'I' and 'you' of the speaking selves shift between speakers; and 

other speaking selves may be embedded in any act of speech. The selves 

operating in any speech situation are projections in language rather than 
empirical actuali ties. Goffman calls them 'enacted capacities' (Goffman 

1981: 46), and talks of the personal pronoun as 'a figure in a statement' 
(147) which represents us to others, and others to us. 

We rend to assume, nevertheless, that the statements I make when I 

speak are fully authored by me: that I am their sole source, even though I 

speak, to paraphrase Derrida (1976: 158), in a language and a logic which 
I did not invent and cannot folly control, and even if my speech is full of 

citations of the language of others. But this assumption supposes that lan
guage consists of statements isolated from each other. If, on the contrary, 

we accept that language mostly happens in the form of dialogue, then any 

statement is to some degree a response to another: whether I am replying 

to you, or merely anticipating your response to my statement, what I say 

will to some extent incorporate your actual or expected counter-statement. 

It inflects my speech, which in turn is 'accompanied by a continual side
ways g lance at another person' (Bakhrin 1984 : 32). 

This is a constant theme in Bakhtin's writing: language is internally 
shaped by its dialogic orientation. Any utterance is characterised by 
what he calls its 'addressivity' (Bakhrin 1986: 95), and thus exists in 'a 

dialogically agitated and tension-filled environment of alien words, 
value-judgements and accents, weaves in and out of complex interrela

tionships, merges with some, recoils from others, intersects with yet a 

third group .. .' (Bakhtin 1981: 27 6). Even a single word may be heard 
dialogically if it is perceived 'nor as the impersonal word of language 

but as a sign of someone else's semanric position, as the representative of 
another person's urterance; that is , if we hear in it someone else's voice' 
(Bakhrin 1984: 184). Language in use (that is, discourse) is filled with 

the dialogic play of speech acts and the meanings that attach to chem . 
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Reported speech is, for Bakhcin and for Volosinov, the primordial 

example of this acrive, tension-filled play of speech-positions within .dis
course. Reported speech is at once 'speech within speech, utteraPce 

within utterance', and at the same time 'speech about speech, utternnc~" 
about utterance' (Volosinov 1973: 115). A reported statement is rhema

tised by and within its context but retains its difference, entering the 

syntactic field of the embedding sentence without surrendering its own 
syntactic and semantic integrity. Even when its syntax is modified , as in 
indirect discourse ('He said he didn't understand ') or free indirect d is-. 

course ('He didn't understand' ' - where only the intonational rraces of 

the reported statement remain), it holds on to something of its semantic 
and even its constructional autonomy. And the reason why this is 

important is that 'what is expressed in the forms employed for report ing 
speech is an active relation of one message to another, and it is expressed, 
moreover, not on the level of the theme but in the stabilised construc

tional patterns of the language itself' (Volosinov 1973: 116). Study of 
the forms of reported speech has theoretical precedence even over the 

study of dialogue, because ' these forms reflect basic and constanr ren
dencies in the active reception of other speakers' speech', something which is 

fundamental as well for d ialogue (Volosinov 1973: 117). 

It is this focus on the dialogic play of utterances that leads to 

Bakhtin's later concern with the integration and themarisation of.other 

genres within the genre of the novel, and which has given us the most 

extended account we have of the processes by which metageneric forms. 
of discourse are constructed . The novel is his privileged model of a com

plex secondary genre: 

To a greater or lesser extent, every novel is a dialogised system made 

up of the images of 'languages', styles and consciousnesses that are 
concrete and inseparable from language. Language in the novel not 
only represents, but itself serves as the object of representation. 

(Bakhtin i981: 49) 

What the novel gives us, through such technical devices as free ind irect 

discourse and the use of 'intonarional quotation marks', is 'the image of 
another's language and outlook on the world , simultaneously represenw;: 

and representing' (Bakhtin 1981: 45 ). Its d iscourse is 'double-vo iced', 
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directed 'both toward the referential object of speech . . . and toward 

another's discourse, coward someone else's speech' (Bakhtin 1984: 185). 

Incorporating such genres as the confession, the diary, the letter, travel 

notes, and biography, the novel processes these generic forms as '"frames" 

or "fixes" on the world' : 

Each of these genres possesses its own verbal and semantic forms 

for assimilating various aspects of reality. The novel, indeed, utilises 

these genres precisely because of their capacity, as well worked-out 

forms, to assimilate reality in words . 

(Bakhtin 1981: 320-1) 

Indeed , the novel is so dependent on other genres that it itself 'has 

the appearance of being merely a secondary syncretic unification of other 

seemingly primary verbal genres' (Bakhtin 1981 : 321). It is more like a 

fusion of other genres than a genre in its own right , but this is precisely 

what gives it its force: in absorbing 'voices ' from the culture, the novel 

activates the reality-forming dimensions of genre. The key Bakhtin 

coinage here is 'heteroglossia', the orientation cowards a multiplicity of 

other voices and languages which so marks the srylistics of the novel 

and which is realised through a range of stylised vocalisations: 

Authorial speech, the speeches of narrators, inserted genres , the 

speech of characters are merely those fundamental compositional 

unities with whose help heteroglossia can enter the novel; each of 

them permits a multiplicity of social voices and a wide variety of their 

links and interrelationships . 

(Bakhtin 1981 : 263) 

Heteroglossia is not just a matter of the incorporation and stylisation 

of other genres, then: it covers the full range of citation of other speech 

forms and of the play between different positions of enunciation. Yet 

insofar as other genres appear in the novel in the form of 'voices ', com

plexes of ways of speaking and subject matter, these different levels of 

structure are treated equivalently by the novel. 'Voices', enunciative 

positions, are the modalities in which generic formations become 

recognisable in the novel. My interest here, however, is not in the 
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stylistics of the novel as such; indeed, it is arguable that Bakhtin makes 

coo much of the particularity of the novel form , separating it too sharply 

from what he thinks of as the more monologic genres of epic, drama anJ 

poetry. My interest, rather, lies in the ways in which any ' comple~ · 
genre - and this would include everyday conversation , perhaps the most 

'basic ' of all speech forms - is built out of allusions co and stylisations of 

other genres, and constructs its authority and credibility on this basis. 

CITATION AND INTERTEXTUALITY 

The organising logic of genre, its patterns of meaning, of form, and of 

enunciation, is repmented and enacted by pieces of text . The cryptic riddle 

form embedded in 'none of woman born I Shall harm Macbeth ' - really 

a concealed question to which the answer is 'Macduff was from his 

mother 's womb I Untimely ripp'd ' - is presented to us by way of this 

particular instance of the genre. Indeed, this is the only way we know 

about the structures of genre: through particular texts from which we 

extrapolate a more general logic. 

The embedding of the logic of one genre within the logic of anothu 

takes place textually, then; and the general process of which I have beer't 

speaking could perhaps be called citation: that is, the shifting of text 

from one textual and generic context to another. Reported speech i~ one 

example of this; allusion co a genre is another. Briggs and Bauman 

(1992: 14 1) give the example of the Kuna people's curing texts called 

irkarkana (from the Panamanian terricory of San Blas) which are d is .. 

cussed by the anthropologist Joel Sherzer. Their uses range: 

from the primary magical uses for curing, disease prevention, im prov

ing abilities, and general control of the spirit world to the rehearsal of 

an ikar by specialists , the teaching and learning of an ikar, and the 

chanting of an ikar for entertainment on festive occasions , each of 

which is marked by formal and functional differences . 

. .· 
And of course the ikar can also be cited as a piece of ethnographic evic:leri.ce , 

or as an example of the uses of genre. Such shift of context is a norm~ii 

and central part of human language, and it is one of the reasons · wh y 

there is no simple fit between a text and a genre . Yet much of the logic 

. :-



46 SIMPLE ANO COMPLEX GENRES 

of genre survives these translations from one context co another. A letter 

inserted into a third-person narrative retains the structure of first-person 

speech , together with its connotations of intimacy and directness, 

within the new speech situation that now frames it and gives it a differ

ent function . This is similar to Volosinov's point about reported speech 

retaining its semantic and even syntactic integrity within the embed

ding sentence (Volosinov 1973 : 115-16). The embedded text has been 

'keyed', co employ a useful phrase of Erving Goffman's : shifted from a 

primary to a secondary framework which is patterned on the first but 

perceived co be quite different from it. Goffman's initial example of 

keying, borrowed from Bateson (1973), is of the way animals play by 

pretending co fight: what looks like hurtful and aggressive behaviour is 

in fact bracketed, suspended , so that 'bitinglike behaviour occurs, but 

no one is seriously bitten' (Goffman 1974: 41). Human behaviour is 

rich in analogous forms of bracketing: make-believe and fantasy, aes

thetic activity more generally, contests and ceremonials, practising or 

replaying or rehearsing, and the 'regrounding ' of an activity in a context 

where it means something quite different, such as work performed for 

charity. One definition of aesthetic practices is that they are keyings of 

the real : representations of real acts or thoughts or feel ings wh ich are 

not themselves, in the same sense, real. Shifting texts to another generic 

context has that kind of effect: it suspends the primary generic force of 

the text, but not its generic structure. 
In the last chapter I quoted Miller 's definition of genre as ' typified 

rhecorical actions based in recurrent situations' (Miller 1994a: 31). Now 

I need co add to this the qualification that, insofar as texts are constantly 

'keyed', constantly cited in other contexts, they are thus constantly 

shifted out of the situation tO which they typically respond . Take the 

following embedding of a letter in a narrative context (Austen 1966: 310): 

She had read Miss Crawford's note only once; and how to reply to any 

thing so im perfectly understood was most distressing. Quite unprac

tised in such sort of note-writing, had there been time for scruples 

and fears as to style, she would have felt them in abundance; but 

something must be instantly written, and with only one decided feel 

ing, that of wishing not to appear to think anything really intended, 

she wrote thus, in great trembling both of spirits and hand: 
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'I AM very much obliged to you, my dear Miss Crawford, for your kind 

congratulations, as far as they relate to my dearest William. _The res.t, _ 

of your note I know means nothing; but I am so unequal to any th ing . 

of the sort, that I hope you will excuse my begging you to take no fi.. r-.. 
ther notice. I have seen too much of Mr Crawford not to understand 

his manners; if he understood me as well, he would , I dare say~ 

behave different ly. I do not know what I write, but it wou ld be a great 

favour of you never to mention the subject again. With thanks for the . 

honour of your note, 

I remain, dear Miss Crawford, 

&c. &c.' 

The conclusion was scarcely intelligible from increasing fright, for she 

found that Mr Crawford, under pretence of receiving the note , was 

coming towards her. 

In this passage from Mansfield Park the letter's 'primary' speech sinia

tion , as a mediated exchange between two people who are spatially ~e , ~ 

rated and who engage in a socially tense but formally courieo;i& · 

negotiation about their personal relationship , is retained as an 'internal ', 

structural dimension of its form , but it is at the same time subordinated 

to the third-person speech situation of the narrative where it works as a 

kind of symptomatic expression from which we can make a judgement · 

about the heroine Fanny Price 's handling of this si tuation . We see 

Fanny, that is to say, momentarily from the 'inside' (as indeed we do 

every time her speech is directly reported) before switching back to an 
'external' view. From being a subject of speech in the letter, Fanny · 

becomes an object of scrutiny, her 'character' integrated in the thematic_ 

patterning of the novel. 

At the same time, however, it is precisely the gene ric charac reristics 

of the letter as a form of social exchange which work here to structure 

the scene's dramatic irony. At this point in the novel Fanny is subjec r to 

moral pressure both from Heney Crawford, who wishes to marry her, 

and from his sister Mary. Seeking to avert the relationship which sh~ 

feels is being forced on her, Fanny uses a medium which contraditf!i h: ( 
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message: she wishes to break off an exchange, the letter reinforces it. 
The same thing happens in Choderlos de Laclos's Dangerous Liaisons 
(1782), where a letter written by the Presidente to Valmont telling him 

she will have nothing to do with him is precisely a way of continuing 

their relationship (Laclos 1961 : 2 10); or more extremely, when the 

Presidente keeps returning Valmont's letter which he recycles in new 

envelopes, the letter communicates as a pure fact of relationship rather 
than as a content. 

Part of what the complex aesthetic genres imitate, then, is other gen
res and the effects they produce. In doing so they displace the genres 
they ci te from their primary manner of producing these effects and rum 

them into a thematic object. They work - co quote Volosinov again - as 
'speech about speech, utterance about unerance' (Volosinov 1973: 115). 

A more general word than 'citation ' for this phenomenon of speech 
(or writing, or images) which refers to other speech (or writing, or 
images .. . ) is intertextuality . What I mean by this is the range of pro

cesses by which a text invokes another, but also the way texts are 

constituted as such by their relationships with other texts. No text is 

unique; we could not recognise it if it were . All texts are relevantly sim

ilar to some texts and relevantly dissimilar to others. Similarity and dif
ference form one pole of intertextual relations; citation , including implicit 

or explicit invocation, passing allusion, parody, and even at times the 

significant absence of reference to a text , forms another. All texts are shaped 
by the repetition and the transformation of other textual structures. 

Genre is central to this process. Like reported speech , write Briggs 
and Bauman: 

genre is quintessentially intertextual. When discourse is linked to a 

particular genre, the process by which it is produced and received is 
mediated through its relationship with prior discourse. Unlike most 

examples of reported speech, however, the link is not made to iso
lated utterances, but to generalised or abstracted models of discourse 
production and reception. 

(Briggs and Bauman 1992: 147) 

This is to say that intertextua.l reference works at different levels of gen

erality. Texts may refer to other, quite specific texts; they may refer to 
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st rncrured pieces of language, such as proverbs or formulae or cli~hes; 
they may refer to a more general form of organisation of texts, suci1 as 

genres or speech varieties or conventional plot structures; or rhey · m:iy 

refer to bodies of knowledge which do not have a specifically textual form. 

The French critic Laurent Jenny has asked whether it is appropriate 

to apply the concept of intertexmality to references to a gen.re , 

since such a relation exists at the level of the code (the abstract organi

sing system) rather than its texrual realisation . But he immediately con -. 

cedes that it is not possible ro make a rigid distinction berwee~. 
the levels of code and text: 'Genre archerypes, however abstract , still 

cons rirute textual strucrures' (jenny 1982: 42), and reference co a text 
implicitly invokes reference to the full set of potential meanings stored 

in the codes of the ge nre. It could be argued that Werner Herzog's film 
Nosferatu: Phantom der Ncuht (1979) is so closely modelled on F. W. 
Murnau's precursor film (Nosferatu: Eine Symphonie des Grauens, 1922) 

that it cannot be fully understood without reference ro ir ; bur 
something, perhaps nearly everything , can be understood even 

if we have never seen Murnau 's film, because what is crucial even in 
precisely repetitive films like Herzog's is that the precursor text belongs · 

ro a genre: its meanings never belong to it alone. The intertexr, · cti ~ 

precursor text, is never singular and never a moment of pure origin. 
The remaki ng of one film by another gives a particularly clear 

insight into this crystallisation of the structure of a genre in a s ingle 

texr. To rake another example, John Biguenet argues plausibly that . 
Home Alone (1990) repeats a central fearure of that genre of animated 

cartoons (the Roadrunner series, for example) in which plots are foiled 

and bodily hurt is reversible (Biguenet 1998: 140); it is the genre as a 
whole that the film assumes as its intertextual base, rather than any

particular example of it (alrhough one only needs to know a sing le 
example in order ro 'know' the genre). Likewise, when A Chorus Line 
(1985) self-consciously remakes Forty-Second Street (1933), what is 

remade is both that movie and the genre of the 1930s Hollywood musi 

cal. Bur rhis repetiti on is not a simple continuity : as with nearly all 

remakes, the larer film both picks up pieces of the former, knowingly. 

integrating them into its own construction (the motif of the star's. bro
ken ankle which gives the newcomer her break, for example), and ye;t. m. 

the same time makes visible the historical distance between the .. c"';;: 
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this is the world of the eighties, not the thirties. Cinematic remaking is 
a way of displaying the changes of a world through the changes in a genre, 
and it offers a compelling model of a practice which makes it impossible 
for us co think of texts as closed and self-contained bits of aesthetic sub
stance. 

3 
."·.\· -. 

LITERARY GENRE THEORY 

GENRE AS TAXONOMY 

Part of what it means co be a member of a culture is knowing the differ~ 
ence, and knowing how to talk about the difference, between riddles and 
jokes, tragedy and comedy, musicals and thrillers. Genre is, amongst 
ocher things, a matter of discrimination and taxonomy: of organising 
things into recognisable classes. In this respect it belongs co a much 
larger group of classifying activities chat permeate every aspect of daily 
life, from informal and ad hoc ones like sorting our dirty dishes from 
clean ones, co more formalised ones like planning a meal or buying che 
right sec of cools for a job. All of these activities involve the use of 
knowledges which are embedded in the flow of everyday practices. 

Accounts of taxonomy tend to rake as their prototype the pow.erful 

and rigorous models that have been developed in the sciences: rhe pefr.: 
odic cable of the chemical elements, the Linnaean schema for organising 
the orders of the natural world, the Darwinian model of the evolution of 
species . We assume, according co Bowker and Star, that a workable sys
tem of classification has the following properties: first , "there are consis
tent , unique classificacory principles in operation', such as atomic. 
weight or generic sequencing; second, 'che categories are mutuall y 

exclusive'; and third, ' the system is complete' (Bowker and Scar i 999: . 
10-11). Bue no real-world system meets these requirements: in every 
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system principles are mixed, and there are anomalies and ambiguities 
which rhe system sorts our as best ir can. 

We also rend ro think of classifications as being like srandards: 
explicit, formalised, durable rules which extend over several communi

ties of practice. The neoclassical accounts of rbe literary genres rhar 

prevailed in Europe in much of rhe sevenreenrh and eighreenth cen

turies approached rhem in this spirit, as normative rules with universal 

validity rather than as ad hoc, changing, and inherently fuzzy practices. 

The equation of genres with systems of rules is one of a number of 

metaphors that have shaped the genre of genre theory. Exploring these 
metaphors , David Fishelov (1993 : 1-2) speaks of four main sets of 

analogies through which twenrierh-cenrury critics have conceptualised 
rhe literary genres: the biological species; the family, and the resemblance 
between family members; rhe social institution, made up of conventions, 

norms, or contracts; and rhe speech act. Thomas Beebee (1994: 3) speaks 
of four stages of genre criticism since rhe Renaissance, in which genre is 

understood successively as rules, as organically developing species, as pat
terns of textual features, and as conventions of reading. And Rick Altman 

(1999: 14) sees the concept of genre in film theory working as a blueprint 
(the formulae governing production), as structure (the formal framework 

of the film), as a label (in marketing and distribution), and as a contract 
regulating relations with the audience. 

To pur rhis differentl y, and sticking wirh rhe magic number four, we 

could say rhar accounts of genre always draw on some other, authorita
tive realm for rheir metaphors, conceiving genre as a fact of language, as 
a sociological fact , as a marrer of social eriquerre, or as something like 

rhe natural organism. In each case rhe metaphor provides a way of 
thinking sys remarically abour a form of ordering rhar is in many ways 
resisranr ro sysrem. 

Ir has been above all rhe model of rhe biological species, building on 
rhe organic connorarions of the concepts of 'kind' and 'genre', rhar has 

been used ro bring the authority of a scienrific discourse to genre theory. 
Ferdinand Brunetiere's Evolution of Genres in Literary History (1890) is 

rhe key rexr here , bur rhe structural model of the relation of a species 

ro the taxonomic levels above and beneath it, and of the internal unifor

mity and closure of rhe species, permeates the whole field . Airman 
writes of it as follows: 

LITERARY GENRE TH EOFiY 

Reinvented by virtually every student of genre since Brunetiere, scien

tific justification of genre study serves to convince theorists that genres 
actually exist, that they have distinct borders, that they can be firmly 
identified , that they operate systematically, that their internal function 

ing can be observed and scientifically described , and that they evolve 

according to a fixed and identifiable trajectory. 

(Altman i 999: 6) 

In practice, none of this is particularly useful for thinking about the 

literary or other kinds , for rhe good reason rhar genres are facts of cul

ture which can only with difficulty be mapped onto facts of nature . 
Specifically, we can make the following objections ro rhe biological . 

model of species and evolution: first, rhe morphology of any genre is. 
open-ended and indeterminate in comparison wirh the biologic~·.( 
species, because it involves no generic continuity; second, whereas i: bl: · 

biological genus is defined by rhe fact that ir is nor interfertile with 
another genus, in the case of rhe discurs ive kinds 'nor only are all genres 

inrerfertile, rhey may ar any time be crossed with any genre rhar ever 

existed' (Airman 1999: 70); and third, whereas in biology the individ

ual organism 'can only manifest or exemplify the group', in lireracure. 

and in culture more generally every individual rext 'ro some exre~r 
modifies or changes the group' (Fishelov 1993: 21) . Conversely, there
fore, rhe properties of the rexr cannot be directly or simply derived from 

irs genre. As Schaeffer purs ir: 

When we seek to elucidate the relationship of the Aeneid to the epic, 
the question we ask ourselves is not that of its belonging to the cl ass 

as it may be defined once the Aeneid is a part of it, but that of its 
shaping force, the shaping force that is precisely one of the reasons 

the class such as we know it today possesses one appearance rather. 
than another. 

(Schaeffer i989: 7,4). 

The model of taxonomy rhar I have called 'Aristotelian ' assumes that 

there can be something like an exhaustive classification which can 'place . 

any member of a given population inro one and only one class' (Bow}<~r 

and Star 1999: 62). Other models of classification seek to address d:i~ . 
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fuzziness and open-endedness of the relation between texts and genres. 
Alastair Fowler, for example, proposes a Wittgensteinian logic of 'family 
resemblance', according to which 'representatives of a genre may then 
be regarded as making up a possible class whose septs [clans or classes} 
and individual members are related in various ways, without necessarily 
having any single feature shared in common by all ' (Fowler 1982: 41). 
But using likeness as the basis for a classification raises the problem of 
where the line of dissimilarity is ro be drawn: 'how is one ro decide that 
family resemblance does not exist?' (Miner 1986: 24). Fowler addresses 

the same question when he criticises Wittgenstein's emphasis on 
directly exhibited resemblances at the expense of questions of function, 
asking: 'How is the theory ro distinguish between patience games and 
fortune-telling'' His answer - that we need ro stress 'biological relations 
between the members ' (relations of influence or imitation or of inherited 
codes) (Fowler 1982: 42) - perhaps indicates how deeply rooted the bio
logical model remains in our thinking about cultural taxonomy. 

A refinement of the theory of family resemblances is the account 
developed in cognitive psychology of classification by prororype: the pos
tulate that we understand categories (such as bird) through a very con
crete logic of typicality. We take a robin or a sparrow to be more central 
ro that category than an ostrich, and a kitchen chair t0 be more typical of 
the class of chairs than a rhrone or a piano stool. Rather than having clear 
boundaries , essential components, and shared and uniform properties, 
classes defined by prorotypes have a common core and then fade into 
fuzziness at the edges (Palrridge 1997: 5 3 ). This is t0 say that we classify 
easily at the level of prororypes, and with more difficulty - extending 
fearures of the prorotype by meraphor and analogy ro take account of 
non-typical features - as we diverge from them. The Iliad, the Odyssey 
and the Epic of Gilgamesh are all texts that we class as epics, but the Iliad 
is the prorotype we use ro determine the category into which the others 
fall - and, using another prorotype, we might well class the Epic of 
Gilgamesh with religious narratives such as the biblical Genesis. The 
judgement we make ('is it like this, or is it more like thatn is as much 
pragmatic as it is conceptual, a matter of how we wish t0 contexrualise 
these texts and the uses we wish to make of them. 

Bowker and Star invoke rhe model of categorisation by prorotype 
in order ro make a more general point about classification: that we rend 
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ro work from what we know best in a son of concrete and ad hoc negoti
ation of unfamiliar experiences, rather than employing a formal g i:id 
which can be applied indifferently t0 any set of materials. It is not that 
formal categories have no place, but rather that 'people juggle vernacu
lar (or folk) classifications rogether with the most formal category 
schemes', and that 'they subvert the formal schemes with informal 
work-arounds ' (Bowker and Star 1999: 54). A more radical conclusion 
that we might draw from this discussion is that, in dealing with ques- -
tions of genre, our concern should not be with matters of taxonomic 
substance ('What classes and sub-classes are there? To which class dac;. 
this text belong?') - t0 which there are never any 'correct' answers - hut· 
rather with questions of use: 'What models of classification are there , 
and how have people made use of them in particular circumstances' ' My 
interest is primarily in the 'ordinary' uses of these models; bur I assume 
that our everyday taxonomies are ro a large extent informed by (he 
traces of formal models, and in the rest of this chapter I therefore exam
ine some of the central traditions of Western literary genre theory which. 
have so thoroughly seeped into our cultural classification systems. 

PRESENTATIONAL MODES: PLATO AND ARISTOTLE 

Our starting point is rhe third book of Plaro's Republic, and the context 
is inauspicious: Socrates is demonstrating to an acquiescent Adimant:us 
and his companions that verbal art must have a moral function , and that 
the forms of imitation common to it are potentially corrupting of 
the warrior virtues that will be found in his ideal republic. Its faults -.am· __ 
both of conrenr (logos) and form (/e:xis), bur the passages of releva,nce ro 
us have to do with the latter. Everything that is said by poets and srory~ 
tellers, says Socrates, is 'a narration [diegesis] of past, present, or fu ture 
things', and it proceeds 'either by pure narration [hap/ei diegesei} or by a 
narrative that is effected through imitation [dia mimeseos}, or by both ' . 
(Plato 1961: 392d). The distinction being made here is between t:he 
speech of the poet and the represented speech of characters; in the third , . 
'mixed ' mode, which is that of the Homeric epics fo r example, there is 

one level of speech that tells a story, and anorher level of embedded . 
speech which is that of the characters represented at the fi rs t level. 
Eirher the poet speaks in his own voice, or he speaks 'as if he were 

.· 
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someone else' (Plaro 1961 : 393c) - and chis possibiliry of miming rhe 
voice and rhe characrerisrics of anorher person is ar rhe heart of whar 

rroubles Socrates about poetry and drama. 
The crucial move, the one chat lays rhe basis for Western genre rhe

ory, rhen cakes place wirh rhe identification of these three modes of rep

resentation of speech wirh parricular genres. Socrates summarises as 

follows: 

Now I think I can make plain to you what I was unable to before, that 
there is one kind of poetry and taletelling which works wholly through 

imitation, as you remarked, tragedy and comedy, and another which 
employs the recital of the poet himself, best exemplified , I presume, 

in the dithyramb, and there is again that which employs both, in epic 
poetry and in many other places, if you apprehend me . 

(Plato i961: 394c) 

Of rhe many problems raised by chis passage, let me single out only 

the one which is presented by the mention of rhe dithyramb: a sort of 

choric hymn ro the god Dionysus, the few extant fragments of which 

hardly seem to be examples of 'pure narration' , yet which are certainly 

not lyric poems in the modern sense of the word . The dichotomy 

through which Socrates organises this tri logy of genres (figural imita
tion I authorial narration) rhus bears an ambiguous relation to rhe later 

generic triads that have been derived from ir and which tend co desig

nate the lyric as their third category. Ir is in any case clear thar there is 
no sysrematic articulation of rhe poetic genres here, but only a ser of 

generic examples drawn from an underlying distinction between rwo 

ways of representing events and characters in time. 
Let us now rum to rhe ocher major theorisation of genre in antiquity, 

Arisrotle's Poetics, which begins with Arisrotle saying that he will speak 
nor only of poetry in general 'bur also of its species and rheir respeccive 

capacities' . All of rhe poeric kinds, he writes, are 'modes of imitation', 
but they differ from one another in three respects : 'either by a difference 

of kind in their means , or by differences in che objeccs, or in che manner 

of their imitations'. 
The meam of imitation can be such things as colour and form, or the 

human voice; bur in che case of verbal arc the means are 'rhythm, 
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language (/ogoi], and harmony', in varying combinations (Arisrode 
1941: 1447a). The object of imiration (che subject matter of poerry) is 

human action {praxis], performed by agents who are either good or b.ad, 
and who can thus be classed as superior, inferior, or equal ro us. Finaliy, 

rhe genres of poetry differ by manner. Arisrotle's distincrions repeat 

those of Socrates : 

Given both the same means and the same kind of object for im ita
tion , one may either (1) speak at one moment in narrative and at 

another in an assumed character, as Homer does; or (2) one may 
remain the same throughout, without any such change; or (3) the imi

tators may represent the whole story dramatically, as though they 
were actually doing the things described. 

(Aristotle i94i: i448a) . 

Now, the specification of different objects of imitarion - essentiall'y a 

theory of decorum, rhe srylisric level chat is appropriare to differenr 

spheres of acrion - does porentially lead rowards a genuine theorisarion 
of genre , and Aristotle uses ir as the basis of his distinccion berween 

comedy and rragedy. Bur by 'means' Aristotle understands somerhing 

like rhe semiotic medium in which a texr is embedded , involving 

colour and line, rhree-dimensional mass , rhe tone and pitch of t:be 

human voice, projected ligh t .. . ; and by 'manner' he undersrands 
the presentarional modes which differentiate narrarive from dramatic 

storyrelling. As Gerard Generre argues, rhe face char rhe Poetics deals 

only wirh rragedy and rhe epic means rhar Plaro's distinccion between 

pure and impure narrative caregories drops our, replaced by a single cat
egory of narrarive exemplified by rhe epic, nor rhe dirhyramb - the lac
rer, he argues, is a kind of 'phantom genre' since all narrative is more or 

less 'impure' , i.e. , has dramatic elements (Generre 1992: 21-2). 
The world of verbal arr is rhus divided between two major presen).:ac." 

rional modes: authorial speech which tells us abour human actions , and 
rhe speech of characcers who acc . One way of expressing chis would be as 
an opposition between monologue and dialogue; bur this doesn't really 

go to rhe hearr of things, because, as we have already seen, (monologic) 

narrative can always include ocher voices within ir, and in any case, as 

Bakhrin would argue, any monologue is always ulrimarely a dialogue io 
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so far as it anticipates a potential audience . Another way of putting it 
would be in terms of Henry James's opposition between (narrative) 
' telling ' and (dramatic) 'showing'; but this misses the verbal dimension 
that both presentational modes have in common. Perhaps the clearest 
way of expressing the opposition between these two categories is 
through the Bakhtinian dichotomy of the representational and the rep
resented word : language that refers both ro the world and to other lan
guage, and language embedded within other language. While this still 
leaves open the question of the peculiar semio tic status of drama as a 
story without a teller, and indeed is reductive in thinking of drama - as 
Plato does - as 'mixed' speech with the narrative connections subtracted, 
it does get at some of the complexities of the layering of one piece of 
speech within another, the tension between voices in any poetics of quo
tation; and it thus opens up the question of the relation between lan

guage, voice, and voiced bodies. The exemplary question posed by 
Roland Barthes in S/Z, 'Qui parle l', 'Who is it that is speaking here l', is 
still the most difficult and the most interesting of textual questions 

(Barthes 1990: 41). 

THE NATURAL FORMS 

These are not , however, the questions that have dominated Western 
genre theory over the last 2400 years. Rather, it has taken one of two 
pathways : on the one hand, it has contented itself with a listing of the 
empirically existing genres, without concern for the grounds on which 
they are differentiated; on the other, it has attempted to develop a sys
tematic account of genre on the basis of a misreading of the Socratic 

triad. 
The first of these traditions is at once the more prevalent and the less 

interesting. The great Roman rhetorician Quintilian recommends a 
number of genres to chose who would become orators: history, philoso
phy, three classes of oratory, and eight poetic genres - epic (which 
includes didactic, pastoral , and scientific works such as those of Hesiod, 
Theocritus, and Lucretius), tragedy, Old Comedy, New Comedy, 
elegy, iambic (poetry in iambic metre), satire, and lyric poetry. Some of 

these seem to be defined by their metrical form, some by their mode of 
presentation, and some by their content or their characteristic attitude 
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towards the world. Much the same list can be found in Sidney's Defence 
of Poesie, written in 1580-1, and in the artes poeticae (arts of poetry, or 
poetics) of many other Renaissance authors. The emergence of new genres 
such as tragicomedy does little to disturb the dominant paradigm, in 
which an Aristotelian schema concerned with the epic and the dramatic 
coexists with an empirical and descriptive accounr of those genres Aristotle 
doesn't mention. Thus Boileau's Art poetique (1674) deals in canto 3 with 
the major genres of epic, tragedy, and comedy, while canto 2 'strings 
together idyll, elegy, ode, sonnet, epigram, rondeau, madrigal, ballad, 
satire, vaudeville, and song, without any comprehensive classification '; and 
Rapin 's Reflexions sur la poetique of the same year argues that, while nearly 
all genres can be reduced to epic (narration) and drama (action), all 
those that cannot are to be considered 'imperfect' (Genette 1992: 26-7) .. 

The second tradition of systematic theorisation of genre involves the 
attribution to Aristotle of a division of the universe of literary genres· ·. 
into the epic (or narrative), the dramatic, and the lyric, and this tradition 
has been the subject of an important revisionist essay by the French 
critic Gerard Generre, The Architext, originally published in 1979 and 
which I follow closely in the next few pages. It is lyric poetry that is the 
problematic term in this triad . Aristotle is silent about it , apart from 
brief references to the flute and the lyre, and Plato 's use of the 
dithyramb to exemplify pure narrative (diegesis, which can perhaps also 
be translated as 'presentation ') has been the opposite of clarifying . The 
problem is simply that ' lyric', which comes co occupy the slot for which 
dithyramb is the example, is not a narrative genre, and it is not clear 
that it is a fundamental mode of presentation of speech at all. The move 
that is tentatively made by the Hellenistic critics is to transform the 
three modes of presentation of speech (authorial, figural, and mixed) into 
three genres; this is the term (genera) used by Diomedes in the late fourth 
century. From the late Renaissance - Irene Behrens notes its occurrence . 
in Minturno's essay De Poeta (15 59), and there are later references in . 
Cervantes, Milton, and Dryden - the third 'genre' is designated as the 
lyric , and the now-familiar triad of the epic, dramatic, and lyrical starts 
to become conventional currency. 

The attraction of this schema is clear: it is comprehensive, covering 

the major areas of imaginative writing, although on closer examination 
it turns out that there are some important exclusions; it allows for an 
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exhaustive differentiation of these areas; and it allows for conceptually 

elegant philosophising about the relations between writing and human 

experience. When Friedrich Schlegel complained in 1797 thar 'We 

already have so many theories abour poetic genres . Why have we no 

concept of poetic genre)' (Schlegel 195 7), ir was to this lack of whar 

David Duff calls 'a philosophical theory of genre, as distincr from a purely 

descriptive account of individual genres' (Duff 2000: 3), rhar he was 

calling attention. Yer these three forms, which are adjectival in nature 

rather than nominal - the epical, rhe dramatic , the lyrical - are larger 

than rhe individual genres , which they contain. Goethe rhus distin

guishes , in rwo of rhe notes appended in 1819 ro rhe West-bstlicher 
Divan, between the multiplicity of genres proper or Dichtarten (allegory, • 

ballad, drama, elegy, epistle, fable, idyll , ode, novel , parody, romance, 

satire ... ), with their heterogeneous cri teria , and rhe three 'natural 

forms', rhe drei echte Naturformen der Dichtung: rhe epic mode of lucid and 

detached narrarion, rhe lyric mode of enthusiastic excitement, and rhe 

dramatic mode of personal action (Goethe 1966: 480) . The larrer are 

essential, 'inner forms ' rather rhan contingent and hisrorically variable 

ways of writing, and rhey divide the universe of writing berween three 

different sers of expressive and conceptual capacities. 
This way of thinking abour writing gives rise to an extensive specu

lative activity char seeks ro theorise the fields of sense that ir rakes 

rhe 'natural forms ' to be . For Hegel , the epic mode is the vehicle 

of an objective disclosure of the exterior universe, and ir corresponds ro 

the childhood of rhe human race ; lyric is rhe subjective disclosure of rhe 

inner world of particularised individuals, and ir has ro do wirh rhe sepa

ration of rhe personal self from rhe community; and drama is the synthe

sis of the rwo , the objecrificarion of subjectivities in dialogue and 

acrion. For other writers each mode is associated with a different tense, a 

different grammatical person (first-person lyric, second-person drama, 

third-person epic), a different psychological set. For Karl Vieror the 

modes convey three 'basic attitudes', with rhe lyric expressing feel

ing, the epic, knowledge, -and drama, rhe will; for Ernest Bovee they 

are ' essencial modes of conceiving life and the universe ' (Hernardi 

1972: 12, 17). 
One of the most lucid summaries of this whole tradition of seeing 

rhe three ' natural' forms as possessing essential qualities is given in rhe 
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aesrheric speculations of rhe young Stephen Dedalus in James Joyce 's .A 
Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (1916): 

Art necessarily divides itself into three forms progressing from one to 

the next. These forms are: the lyrical form, the form wherein the artist 

presents his image in immediate relation to himse lf; the ep ical form 

wherein he presents his image in mediate relation to himself and 

to others; the dramatic form, the form wherein he presents his image 

in immediate relation to others . 

Stephen then goes on ro enumerate the expressive qualities of each of 

these forms : 

The lyrical form is in fact the simplest verbal vesture of an instant cf 

emotion, a rhythmical cry such as ages ago cheered on the man who 

pulled at the oar or dragged stones up a slope. He who utters it is 

more conscious of the instant of emotion than of himself as feeling 

emotion . The simplest epical form is seen emerging out of lyrical lit

erature when the artist prolongs and broods upon himself as the cen

tre of an epical event and this form progresses till the centre of 

emotional gravity is equidistant from the artist himself and from oth

ers. The narrative is no longe r purely personal. The personal ity of the 

artist passes into the narration itself. .. . The dramatic form is reached 

when the vitality which has flowed and eddied round each person fills 

every person with such vital force that he or she assumes a proper 

and intangible aesthetic life. The personality of the artist, at first a cry 

or cadence or a mood and then a fluid and lambent narrative, finally 

refines itself out of existence, impersonalises itse lf, so to speak ... 

(Joyce 1960: 213- 15) 

The 'progress[ion} from one ro the next ' is a theory at once of psy

chological stages and of hisrorical development, the one mapped onrn 

Ehe other. Victor Hugo sketches our a similar evolutionary schema in 

the preface ro his play Cromwell (1827) , and indeed it was to become 

a nineteenth-cenrury commonplace. The three forms, that is to say, a re 

capable of organising infinitely expanding fields of significance which are 

mapped onto each other wirh little restriction in terms of their analytic 
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relevance . They become a taxonomic kaleidoscope in which the too
seductive pattern of the triad - a form receptive to any meaning at all -
passes through endless metamorphoses, surviving on the crest of dubious 

reckonings . .. and interchangeable attributions ' (Genette 1992: 44). 

An important qualification co this essen tialist view of the three 

spheres of generic sense is made when Goethe's two distinct categories of 

genres (Dichtarten) and the natural forms (Dichtweisen, or Naturformen) are 

taken co hold a more complex relation to each other. Thus Emil Staiger 

(1991 ) conceives the three Naturformen as styles rather than as genres , 
which means that a drama may, for example, be 'lyrical' in its expressive 

key (Tonart) . This move, which distinguishes between the 'styli sti c' and 

'generic' dimensions of 'lyric', 'epic', and 'drama', generates a tension 
between the natural kinds and genres proper and thus a much wider range 

of possible combinations . One way of formalising this dual set of variables 

is through the figure, proposed by Goethe and carried co parodic extremes 
by Julius Petersen, of a wheel in which the three spokes represent the 

natural kinds, and specific genres are distributed around the wheel in 
relative proximity to or distance from them. Alternatively, more subtle 

differentiation can be achieved by sub-dividing the generic triad into 
further rriads. Albert Guerard thus proposes the following classification: 

Lyrical lyric: Goethe's 'Wanderers Nachtlied' 
Epic (narrative) lyric: 'Ballad of Sir Patrick Spens ' 

Dramatic lyric: Browning's dramatic monologues 

Lyrical epic: Byron's Don Juan 

Epic narrative: Iliad 

Dramatic epic: A Tale of Two Cities 

Lyrical drama : The Tempest 
Epic drama : Shelley's Prometheus Unbound, the plays of Aeschylus 

Dramatic drama: the plays of Moliere 
(Guerard i 940: i 97ff) 

All such schemata, however, continue to beg the question of the 

logical relation between the three natural kinds : that is, the question 

of whether they can be distinguished exhaustively from each ocher 

by means of criteria which are rhe same for each. The Socrat ic triad of 
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authorial, figural, and mixed speech does indeed use a simple and univer
sal logical distinction, that between narration and dramatic imitar ion , 

diegesis and mimesis, as its basis; but these can be treated on the same 

plane only in so far as drama is thought of as a sort of failed narration: for 

Socrates, dramatic imitation occurs 'when one removes the words of'the · 

poet between and leaves the alternating speeches' (Plato 1961 : 394b) ; its 

formal definition is as narration plus imitated speech minm narration . 
In Joyc-e, similarly, the criterion of the immediate or mediated relation 

of self to other generates ambiguities for each of the three forms. 'What 
would the 'immediate relation to ochers ' of drama actually mean, since iri 

this schema there are actually rwo different kinds of others : rhey are fie~ -

tively represented in the epic but are the embodied and self-represem .ing 
sources of speech in drama. And does not rhis placing of self and orhers 

on the same plane blur important distinctions between the aurhor, rhe 
position of enunciation , and fictional characters? In what sense is l yric 

poetry an 'immediate relation to the self? Is it merely epic speech withom 
the characters, and might the lyric T not be cons idered a form of charac rer, 

a figuring-forth rather rhan a direcr expression of the self? And how would 
the difference between first-person and third-person narration affect rhe 

proposed 'mediate relation ' between the arrisr and his characters? 

Finally, the schema of rhe natural forms poses difficult questions 

both of exclusion and of inclusion . To which mode are we to assign 

'the essay, the feu illeron, rhe puzzle, the formal address, the newspa per 

report , the polemical satire , and the proverb' (Hemardi 1972: 34-5)) 
On the other hand, the essentialist logic of the schema leads to an ovn
inclusiveness which means that difficult or ' intellectual' poets such as 

Gongora, Holderli n, Mallarme, or Prynne are assimilated to rhe ' rhyth

mical cry' of the lyric, or rhat the ascription of the novel to the 'epic' 
mode leads the Hungarian critic Georg Lukacs to think of the later 

genre as a 'degraded epic'. Whenever particular, historically contingent 

genres are subsumed within these larger patterns, the problems of logi

cal fit become formidable . 

GENRES AND MODES 

The assumption is always that , whatever the tensions between chem, 

these larger forms govern and define the more specific genres and 
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sub-genres , and that by working from the general to the particular 
we can understand something of the complementary structures of 

truth, temporality, and subjectivity that flow down to inform 

the individual genres . The logical relationship is something like that 

between genus and species, a metonymic relation of the part to the 
whole. 

Yet these wholes are no longer, as they were for Plato and Ariscotle, 

merely enunciative structures (the forms of representation of speech), 

since they have a thematic dimension: the natural forms are expressive of 

states of mind, or of attitudes cowards the world, or of temporal pattem
ings. Genette thus views them as a something like archigenres: 

Archi-, because each of them is supposed to overarch and include, 

ranked by degree of importance, a certain number of empirical genres 
that - whatever their amplitude, longevity, or potential for recurrence -
are apparently phenomena of culture and history; but still (or already) -

genres, because ... their defining criteria always involve a thematic 

element that eludes purely formal or linguistic description . 

(Genette 1992: 64-5) 

Underlying this judgement is a prior theoretical distinction between 

genres, which Genette takes co be defined by their thematic content and 
co be 'properly literary categories' (Genette 1992: 64), and the enuncia

tive modes specified by Plato and Ariscotle, defined by their different 

forms of presentation of speech and belonging co that branch of linguis
tics called pragmatics which is concerned with the actions effected by 
texts . Northrop Frye, as Genette notes, is one of the few modern critics 

to have developed this conception of the pragmatic underpinnings of 
literary speech, writing that 'words may be acted in front of a specrator; 

they may be spoken in front of a listener; they may be sung or chanted; 
or they may be written for a reader ' (Frye 1967: 247). Claudio Guillen 

likewise suggests that there are more than three pragmatic modes: 
together with 'storytelling, rhythmic song , and dramatic simulation' he 

cites 'monologic discourse' and letter-writing (Guillen 1986: 81). Frye 

calls this dimension of literary language the 'radical of presentation' ; it 

could also be thought of as an aspect of the semiotic medium in which 

texts are embedded. 
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The problem with the Romantic triad, and with ics fallacious geneal
ogy, is that ic confuses these two different orders of organisation: the logical 
order of the Placonic and Aristotelian 'modes' (' "there are and there ca11 

only be three ways of representing actions in language," etc. ') with the his

torical and thematic order of genres(' "there are and there can only be chree 

basic poetic outlooks," etc.') (Genette 1992: 70). Presentational modes are, 

for Genette, something like a priori forms of literary expression, whereas 

genres are historically contingent and variable. And because these are dis

tinct orders, they cannot be thought co be in a relation of inclusion. Whibt 
any genre (the novel, say) can subsume smaller sets within it (sub~genres 

such as the novel of manners or ideas, the detective novel, the picaresque, 
or the historical novel), there can be no such hierarchical relation between 

modes and genres, since 'mode neither includes nor implies theme; theme 
neither includes nor implies mode' (Genette 1992: 73). 

What I would now like to suggest is that the term 'mode' be 
reserved for use in a somewhat different sense. (One of the inherent 
problems wich working with genre theory is of course the lack of an 

agreed and coherent terminology.) What I mean by this is the 'adjec ti
val' sense suggested by Fowler, in which modes are understood as ,d ie 

extensions of certain genres beyo!1d specific and time-bound formal 
structures to a broader specification of 'cone'. Genette speaks of an ex is

tential or anthropological 'feeling' 'that is properly epical, lyrical , dra

matic - bur also tragic , comic, elegiac, fantastic , romantic, etc.' 

(Genette 1992: 67). Rather than standing alone, modes are usually 

qualifications or modifications of particular genres (gothic thriller, 
pastoral elegy, satirical sitcom), and in this respect they resemble the firsi: 
term in Guerard's classificatory scheme (dramatic lyric , lyrical drama, epic 
drama . .. ); they specify thematic features and certain forms and modali

ties of speech, but not the formal structures or even rhe semiotic 
medium through which the rext is to be realised. 

A modal term thus suggests ·that some of the nonstructural fea

tures of a kind are extended to modify another kind ': if we call Emma a 
comic novel, 'we mean rhat Emma is by kind a novel, by mode comi.c' 

(Fowler 1982: 107, 106). The modes start their life as genres but over 

time take on a more general force which is detached from particular 

structural embodiments: tragedy moves from designating only a dra-: 
matic form and comes to refer to the sense of the tragic in any 
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medium wharsoever; pasroral modulares from rhe georgic or rhe 
eclogue inro a broader form which can be applied ro any genre rhar 
deals wirh an idealised counrryside populared by simple folk. 
Exhausred genres such as rhe Gothic romance may survive in rheir 
modal form - quire specracularly so in the case of rhe gorhic mode, 

which passes rhrough early-Vicrorian stage melodrama inro the stories 
of Edgar Allan Poe and rhe novels of Charles Dickens , and rhence into 
the vampire novel, the detecrive novel, and a number of other narra

tive genres, and more directly from melodrama into a range of 
Hollywood genres including rhe 'old house' movie, film noir, and rhe 
conremporary horror movie . Equally, modes, like genres, may them
selves become exhausred : Fowler cites rhe heroic mode as one rhar has 
largely become obsolete (Fowler 1982: 111). 

The concepr of mode would include, but is nor limired ro, such 
forms as rhe heroic, rhe tragic, the comic, the lyrical, rhe picaresque, 
the elegiac, the encyclopaedic, the satiric , the romance, the fantastic , the 
pastoral, the epigrammatic, the didactic, and the melodramatic. It cor
responds in part ro Frye 's four basic 'plors' - the tragic, the comic, the 
romanric, and the satiric/ ironic - rather than ro what he calls modes 
(Frye 1967 : 162); and the Romantic triad of epic, dramatic, and lyric 
are perhaps properly thought of as modes in the 'adjectival ' sense in 
which l am using it. Barbara Lewalski notes rhat Sidney's eighr major 
'parts, kinds or species' of poetry - 'Heroick. Lyrick. Tragick. Cmnick. 
Satyrick, lambick , Elegiack. Pastoral!, and certaine others' - are all 
described by modal qualities of rone rather than being undersrood as 
genres (Lewalski 1986: 6). Claudio Guillen describes rhe episrolary form 
in such a way rhat it seems to work at once as a radical of presentation (a 
structure of address), as a genre (the lener), and as a mode characterised 
by such 'ronal' fearures as 'rhe sense of place and rime , the abiliry ro 
imagine rhe other, rhe willingness to !er rhe words affect the words, pro

cess and improvisation as a form ' (Guillen 1986: 83). When William 
Empson (1966) considers 'prolerarian literature', John Gay's The Beggar's 
Opera (1728), and Lewis Carroll 's Alice books (1865 and 1872) as forms 
of pasroral , he is writing about rhe pastoral mode, not about the more 

specific pastoral genre. Angus Flercher says rhar allegory 'is properly 
considered a mode' since ' ir is a fundamental process of encoding our 
speech' (Fletcher 1964: 3). And Michael Holquist argues rhar Mikhail 
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Bakhrin uses the term 'novel' in a consistenrly modal rarher than a 
generic sense: 

'Novel' is the name Bakhtin gives to whatever force is at work wit~~n 
a given literary system to reve.al the limits, the artificial constrairit-s 
of that system ... . What is more conventionally thought of as the 
novel is simply the most complex and distilled expression of this 
impulse .... Even the drama (Ibsen and the other Naturalists), 
the long poem (Chi/de Harold or Don Juan) or the lyric (as in 
Heine) become masks for the novel during the nineteenth century. 
As formerly distinct literary genres are subjected to the novel'~ 

intensifying antigeneric power, their systematic purity is infected 
and they become 'novelised'. 

(Holquist i 981: xxxi-xxxii) 

In rhe rermi nology rhar I use in rhis book, rhen , I disringuish 
between rhe following forms of organisarion of rexrs, wherher verbal , 
aural or visual : 

• rhe semiotic medium in which a rexr is inscribed and presenred 
(speech or writing, colour and line, rhree-dimensional mass , the 
rone and pirch of rhe human voice or of orher sounds , recorded arid 
projecred lighr . . . ); 

• rhe 'radical of presentation' rhrough which the rexr is presenred ro its 
receiver (firsr- or rhird-person narration, dramatic narrarion , non
narrarive address, song, and so on); 

• mock in rhe adjectival sense as a rhemaric and ronal qualificarior1 or 
'colouring' of genre; 

• genre or kind, a more specific organisation of texts wirh rhemaric. 
rherorical and formal dimensions; and 

• mb-genre, the further specification of genre by a panicular rhemaric 
conrent. 

Apan from rhe relation between genre and sub-genre , these forms of 

textual organisation should not be thought ro be hierarchicaliy ordered 
between themselves. They are discontinuous with one another, and chey 
imply no derivation of one order of form from another. 
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POETICS AND HISTORY 

Yer still none of this solves the problem of how ro describe the logic of 
genre, rhe logic of rhe shifting mass of really-existing hisrorical genres 

rhar Goethe characterised as 'external conringent forms' (Goethe 1966: 
482). I mean 'describe' in rwo different bur related senses . First, there is 

rhe question of rhe order formed between and among genres: is it possi

ble ro differentiate exhaustively between genres using a small number of 
consistent criteria) Or should rhe order of genres rather be thought of as 

a shifting histo rical system made up of heterogeneous entities) Second, 

there is the question of the logical order of which any particular genre is 

composed: a logic at once of irs ' internal' structure and of its strategic 
relation ro a 'recurrent situation'. 

These rwo secs of questions cannot, however, be considered in isola
tion from each other. The 'internal' order of a genre, its particular con

figuration of form and function, cannot be separated from i rs relation ro 
other genres. Here I draw on two principles enunciated in the lacer 

writings of the Russian Formalists (I discuss these at greater length in 

Frow 1986: 83-102). The first is char genres form a constantly shifting 
hierarchical order within certain limited domains . This is true of the lit

erary field because of irs overdetermination by social values and social 

conflicts, and a priori of every ocher field of institutionalised discursive 

value; it is probably less true, however, of 'informal' domains such as 

everyday talk, technical talk, or domains of minimal social esteem such 
as the riddle. Ir follows from chis, second, char all genres within a par
ticular field are interrelated, and shifrs in the 'internal' structure of gen

res their constant modification as new instances transform the genre, > 

interact with the order formed by the generic field. 

Genre is thus the driving force of change in the literary field. It is, as 

Todorov puts it , 'the meeting place between general poetics and event
based literary history' (Todorov 1990: 19-20): between a sysremaric 

account of structures and an account of hisrorical change. An adequate 

description of genre will involve a fusion of these rwo perspectives. Ir 
will look something like a historical poetics, in which the structural 

components of genre are taken ro be historically specific rather than 

obeying a purely formal logic. 
Ir will thus nor repeat rhe urge rowards systemic inclusiveness char 

characterised much of ninereenth-cenrury poetics in irs embrace of rhe 
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theory of rhe three natural forms; it will nor look for a 'natural' order bur 

for orders of relation which are social and hisrorical. By rhe same roken ir 
will avoid rhe systems-building of early srrucruralisr theory, which 

worked by means of the consrrucrion of a calculus of all of rhe possi01::

combinarions of generic relations, fearures, and themes. What this com

binarory cable is supposed co yield is a sec of abstract types, of 'theoreti

cal' genres which, in rerms that precisely repeat Goethe's opposition of 
an 'inner necessity' to 'external contingent forms ' (Goethe 1966: 482), 
correspond to a strucrural logic rather than co the surface manifestations 
of chis logic in rhe disorderly array of 'hiscorical' genres (Todorov 1975 : 
17-2 1). The rheorerical genres will 'sometimes correspond co · existing 

genres, sometimes ro models of writing that have functioned at different 
periods; ar still other rimes they do nor correspond to anything - they 

are like an empty square in the Mendeleevian system char could only be 
filled by a lirerarure to come' (Ducrot and Todorov 1981: 150): a srruc
ruralisr science of genre would allow the theorist co predict the place that 

will be occupied by genres that as yet have no existence. 
Tzveran Todorov has been the major exponent of chis fantasy of a rigor

ously systemic approach co genre, one that is modelled on Vladimir 

Propp's analysis of folkloric tales in terms of a range of possible combi
nations of a small number of basic motifs, and his lacer work mercifully 

abandons it. In Genres in Discourse he writes that genres are 'only the 

classes of rexes char have been hiscorically perceived as such ': historical 

rather rhan theoretical entities. They are nor, however, merely mera
discursive entities - nor just arbitrary names - since they have proper

ties chat can be described . The mode of existence of genres is social: 'Iri a 
given society rhe recurrence of certain discursive properties is instirucion.

alised, and individual texts are produced and perceived in relat ion re the 

norm constituted by char codification. A genre, whether literary or nor , is 
nothing other than the codification of discursive properties' (Todorov 

1990: 17-18). Ir is because they have this institutional existence that 
they can work as a 'horizon of expectation' for readers and as 'models 

of writing' for authors: 'On the one hand , authors write in function of 

(which does nor mean in agreement with) the existing generic system .... 

On the ocher hand, readers read in function of the generic sys rem, w ir\1 

which rhey are familiar thanks ro criticism, schools, rhe book distribu

tion system, or simply by hearsay ' (Todorov 1990: 18-19). 
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Bur does chis move merely rerurn us ro char 'empirical' rradirion of 
lirerary analysis char so signally failed ro develop an adequare theorisation 
of genre? Isn't there a danger chat chis move from 'theoretical' ro 'hisror
ical' genres, seen as a historically specific codification of particular clus
ters of discursive properties , could entail a return to the mere 
descriprive listing of all the genres that rhere are? This is the problem 
chat H.R. Jauss struggles with in his imporcanr essay on the genre sys
tems of the European Middle Ages, 'Theory of Genres and Medieval 
Li rerature' . 

Lirerary genre theory, he writes, seeks a path between 'the Scylla of 
nominalist sceptic ism that allows for only aposteriori classifications' 
(chat is, it allows one to use only the concepts char a period irself elabo
rates) and ' the Charybdis of regression inro timeless typologies ' (Jauss 
1982: 78). Grasping genre in a properly hiscorical way, apprehending 
them in re, in rhe process of becoming, rather than normarively (ante 
rem) or in a purely descriptive taxonomy (post rem), means char one 
shouJd 'ascribe no ocher generality to literary "genres" . . . than chat 
which manifests itself in the course of its hisrorical appearance' (Jauss 
1982: 79). Genres are nor log ical classes bur rather 'groups or hiJtorical 
families . As such, they cannot be deduced or defined , but only hisrori
cally determined, delimired , and described' (Jauss 1982: 80). 

This does nor mean, however, char their historicity is purely con
cingenr . Just as genres form a horizon of expectations against which 
any text is read, so are they themselves subsumed within a broader 
horizon formed by a period's system of genres . Even the lirerarure of 
the Middle Ages, Jauss writes, 'is no arbitrary sum of its parts, but 
rather a latent ordering or sequence of orderings of literary genres' 
(Jauss 1982: 95). These orderings form a kind of 'immanent poetics ' 
of any period, an implicit ordering of rexes and genres which can be 
glimpsed in such things as the principles by which anthologies are 
organised or by comperitive references to ocher genres . The example 
J auss gives is char of rhe prologue co the oldest pan of rhe Roman de 
Renart , in which: 

the jongleur, who boasts of his object as a totally new thing, distin
guishes it from a series of wel l-known individual works and genres : 
troja {ancient romance) , tristan (Breton romance) , fabliau, chanson 
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de geste, and then an unidentified an imal poem . . .. This list of the 
works that were popular around n76/77 allows one to grasp a literary 
system in so far as the genres that are specified · are · not just 
accidentally selected, but rather form the specific horizon of expecta
tions before which the new and often parodistic conte [tale] ... must 
take place. 

(Jauss i 982 : 97) 

Genre systems form a shifting hierarchy, made up of tensio ns 
between 'higher' and 'lower' genres, a constant alternation of rhe domi
nant form, and a constant renewal of genres through processes of spe
cialisarion or recombination. Genres, ir follows, are neither self-identi t«l 
nor self-contained. The principle of chinking about chem in historjniJ 
and processual terms means char we muse relinquish rhe norion of 'a 
constant number of unchangeable essential characteristics for the indi
vidual genres', as well as ' the correlative notion of a sequence of literary 
genres closed within rhemselves, encapsulated from one another '. 
Insread, we should rake as our focus ' rhe recip rocal relations char make 
up the literary sysrem of a given his rorical momenr ' (Jauss 1982: 105_). 

Jauss's projected 'hisrorical systematics ' seems to me to be roughly 
akin to what Todorov means by the notion of an institutionalised codifi
cation of rhe discursive properties of a genre. Together I think they spell 
out a kind of answer co the first of the two questions I asked about how 
to describe genre: that is, they suppose that the order formed berween 
and among genres should be regarded as a hisrorically changing system 
rather than as a logical order. Such an approach makes it possible to 

bring together the categories of a poetics with those of the hi storic~[ 
event : if genres are acrual and contingent forms rather than necessny 
and essential forms, rhey are neverrheless not arbitrary. And chis i~ cur~ 
means char the ' internal ' organisation of genre, rhe object of my second 
question, can be undersrood in terms of part icular historical codifica
tions of discursive properties. Ir is to a discussion of these strucrurai'fea
rures that I rum in the following chapter. 
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IMPLICATION AND RELEVANCE 

THE STRUCTURAL DIMENSIONS OF GENRE 

Let us take as our starting point the assumption that all genres possess 
historically specific and variable expressive capacities: they offer frame
works for constructing meaning and value in one or another medium . 
These frameworks are alternative ro each other, and choices between 
them have co do with my valuing of certain expressive qualities over 

others in a particular set of circumstances: I choose to make or co watch 
a documentary rather than a feature film , or rather than writing or read

ing a newspaper article, because that genre allows me co activate certain 

possibilities of meaning and value rather than orhers. 
Now, this expressive capacity can be analysed in terms of the sorts of 

truth effects generated by the discursive qualities of the genre. By 'discur
sive qualities' I mean the semiotic medium, with the structures of author
ship and reception that tend co accompany it in certain kinds of setting, 
and the particular strategies that tend to organise the documentary film 
(for example). These include a ser of /Mmal features : a hisrorically vari

able reperroire that might include the use of voice-over, of interviews 
with informants , of black-and-white film srock, of hand-held cameras, 

- cnuin rhythms of editing, and so on; the thematic structures usually 
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associated with the genre, the topoi of 'public affairs', in a very general 
sense, usually mediated through the perspective of participants ; and a 
certain structure of address: a set of assumptions about who (that is, what 
kind of person) is speaking, and with what authority and credibility, co 
whom. As Ann Imbrie expresses these distinctions, genre is defined 'by 
the way it expresses human experience (subject matter) through an iden
tifiable form (formal character) that clarifies or discovers rhe values in or 
attitude coward that experience (generic arri rude) ' (Imbrie 1986: 60). 

Lee me now try to put chis into a more schematic form. I unde t:srn hd 
genre to be a hisrorically specific parrern of organisation of semiork 
material along a number of dimensions in a specific medium ahd in 
relation co particular types of situational constraints which help shape 
this pattern. Genre in turn aces as a constraint upon - that is, a srri.lctur
ing and shaping of - meaning and value at rhe level of texr for cerrai.n 
strategic ends; it produces effects of truth and authority that are specifi.,: 
co 1r, and projects a 'world' that is generically specific. · 

The semiotic medium and physical setting constitute a material and t~cb
nical matrix within which genres are embedded . They are not them
selves a component of genre, but they form part of the framing 
conditions which govern and may signal generic structure, and they 
have direct consequences for the structural organisation of genre. For the 
street poster bearing a news headline, the wooden hoarding and its 
physical proximity to a newsagent's shop constitute rhe poster as a 
display and have immediate effects upon the organisation of char display: 
bold and large typeface , rhe sense of rhe message 's urgency, rhe effect of 
'hail ing ' rhe passer-by, and so on . For rhe documentary, rhe medium 
of film involves nor only the film srock bur also the optical capaci~ie~. of 
cameras and editing suites, rhe apparatus of sound recording, the sec-up 
of a studio, rhe coses of prod ucrion, and rhe possible screening ou tiers . 
All of these inform and constrain rhe representational possibilities avail
able to the film-maker, and rhus the ways in which he or she can address 
a viewer. For the riddle, finally, the semiotic medium is either . ~l1 e 
human voice or print: we might wish ro say chat two different genres cor~ 

respond co these media, or we might say char an original and consrin.irive 

orality is reproduced in the print medium, or that the prim riddle may 

even become autonomous of its oral beginnings. In either case, oraliry or 
its traces strongly inform the question-and-answer structure of the riddle. 
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The structural dimensions that cluster together to constitute the spe
cific configuration of a genre can be expressed in a variety of ways, but 

for the sake of simplicity I describe them as follows: 

l The formal organisation of a genre comprises the repertoire of ways of 
shaping the material medium in which it works and the 'immaterial' 

categories of time, space, and enunciative position. The shaping of the 
medium might involve, for example, the organisation of the material 

properties of language (sound patterns, rhythm, pitch), of the layout of 
printed pages, or of the properties of grammar and syntax (for exam
ple, the degree of complexity of sentences, and the way they play off 
against metrical units). It involves such basic choices as whether cexrs 
in the genre are normally long or short, spoken or written, in verse or 
prose, and it stipwates certain kinds of textual cohesion - as we saw in 
the use of the question-and-answer format in the riddle, for example. 
There are corresponding choices for ocher representational media: for 
paintings they might involve ways of organising the texture of paint, 
the relations of mass to colour and to line , and the relation of the 
painting 's lines of force to each ocher and to the frame. At the level of 
story and character, formal organisation involves the shaping of the 
temporal and spatial relations of the projected world , the quality and 
duration of actions, and the relation between the central narrative 
'voice' or perspective and the figure of the author, on the one hand, 
and the represented world on the other, which in turn sets up a certain 
temporal relation between the present of narration and the narrated 

time. This enunciative structure also specifies certain kinds of tone 
and certain effects of verisimilirude: the presentation of the text is in a 
'literal' or a 'figurative' mode, irs manner is elevated or modest or 
somewhere in between , and a certain kind of subject matter corre
sponds ro these stylistic choices. The senno humilis, or 'low style', of the 
New Testament, for example, produces effects of everydayness which 
are quite differenr from the elevated tone of some of the prophetic 
books of the Old Testament, and thereby mark a theological shift 

which has been of major historical consequence. 
2 The rhetorical structure of a genre has to do with the way cexrual rela

tions between the senders and receivers of messages are organised in 
a structured situation of address. This structure may be either 
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immediate, as when two speakers are present to each ocher and 
speaking in their 'own' voice, or mediated by more or less complex 
projections of voices or perspectives from actual or implied speak
ers. At the most general level, the speech situation organises rela
tions of power and solidarity between speakers (or their cexcual 
representatives), and organises the kinds of semantic intenrion th~y 
bring to it. To speak is to make Statements which are not oniy 
declarative bur evaluative: my words express not only a stare of 
affairs in the world but an indication of the degree of my commit
menr to its obligatoriness, desirability, likelihood , or reality. This 
is the logic of what linguists call modality, the expression of th!". 
necessity or possibility of a state of affairs, of my knowledge or . 
belief about it, of obligation, permission , desire or preference i.n· 
relation to it, and of the timescale in which I say that it is locared 
Relarions between speakers thus involve a negotiation and an agree
menr (or disagreement) about the kind of truth status that is to be 
attributed to what is being ralked about: it may be fictitious or 
non-ficci tious, a matter of opinion or absolute truth , a truth of this 
world or of some other; it is 'keyed ' and qualified in particular 
ways. Credibility, authority, and emotional tone are effects of these 
rhetorical relations and of their formal expression in the syntactic 
and intonational nuances of discourse (or the corresponding forms . 
of modal nuancing available in other media: phorographic realism 
or impressionist suggestion in nineteenth-century painting ; · fo r 
example). The degree of formality of an utterance (its decorum) is 
anorher of the ways in which both a relationship between speaker 
and hearer and a set of implications about what kind of world is 
being projected from it are conveyed. 

. , 

3 The thematic content of a genre can be thought of as the shaped · 
human experience chat a genre· invests with significance and in.te r~. 
est. In formal terms chis shaping is expressed as a set of topoi, re ~ur
rent topics of discourse, or as a recurrent iconography , or as 
recurrent forms of argumentation. In music we might say chat it is 
expressed as the emotional tone characteristically carried by musical 

forms: quietly meditarive in the nocturne or the evening raga , 
plaintive in the country-and-western ballad, triumphant in the 

military march, drivingly energetic in techno .... In those genre~ of 
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discourse that tell stories set within a recognisable world , the the
matic content will be kinds of action, the kinds of actors who per
form them, and the significance that accrues to accions and acrors. 
Actions will be of different kinds: they may be world-historical 
occurrences, or sustained adventures, or one-off events; they will 
have different sons of duration and intensity; and actors will be 
recognisable characters, human or non-human, belonging ro the 

genre's more or less limited repertoire of character-types. Together, 
actions and actors form a world with a particular organisation of 
space and time and a particular mode and degree of plausibility: it 
will be symbolic, or exemplary, or empirically factual, and it will be 
presented as historically true, or as possible, or as probable (cf. Jauss 
1982: 83-7). Represented worlds are always, and by definition, 
generically specific. 

The point of this analysis is that genres are always complex structures 
which must be defined in rerms of all three of these dimensions: the for
mal, the rhetorical, and the thematic. But I wane to add two brief codas 
ro this analysis. 

The first is that , as will be clear, there is considerable overlap 
between these three dimensions; they are not neady ·separate, but could 
each be expressed in terms of one of the other categories. Thus in an 
important sense each of these three dimensions is 'formal', since they 
involve recurrent structures: the configuration of the situation of enun
ciation is as much a marrer of formal patterning as of rhetorical address; 
stylistic decorum is a rnarter of 'style', of address, and of a particular 
kind of content. Similarly, each of these dimensions is 'rherorical' in the 
sense that each of chem has ro do with shaping and invoking the kind 

and quality of attenrion ro the text that the genre prescribes: thematic 
material must 'interest ' the receiver, and the rext 's formal framework 

deploys patterning as part of its powers of persuasion in its stance 
rowards the other. Finally, each of these dimensions can be thought to 

be 'thematic ' in the sense that formal and rhetorical structures always convey 
meaning: an understanding of this is central to my argument about 
genre. 

The second coda has to do with rhe unequal relations between the 
three dimensions of genre. If I were to describe the structure of a sonnet 
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or of a haiku, formal considerations would occupy the foreground of my 

description, although I would also have to talk about the structure .of 
address and rhe thematic field that is prescribed - differently at differ
ent periods - for each genre. The Latin elegy of Properrius or Tibullus is 
similarly characterised primarily by its formal features, notably the met
rical structure of rhe elegiac coupler; bur more modern forms of the 
elegy have no necessary formal structure other than that of verse, 
whereas they do have a more strictly defined thematic content, mourn
ing for the dead. Letters or weblogs or aphorisms have much to do with 
the structure of address, and are less rightly constrained in terms of C()P.

tent . This is merely to say that different genres give a different weighr 
ro rhe formal, rhetorical, or rhem~ric dimensions of their srrucrnre ~ arid 
have a characteristic constellation in each of the three areas. Bur ir is 
nevertheless central to my definition of genre that each of these chree 
dimensions has a constitutive role, and rhar there is no genre whose. 
properties are not codified in each of them . It is this that allows us ro 
distinguish genre from organisations of discourse which are more gene r~d 

(for example, from mode, style, speech variety, or discursive formation) 
and less general (for example, speech acts). 

IMPLICATION AND PRESUPPOSITION 

But how are generically specific 'worlds ' projected on the basis of these 
strucrural properties? That is to say, how is it that a text generates, within 
the constraints of a particular generic frame, a much larger structure of 

meaning which is not 'contained ' in what that text explicitly says, . · .. ·. 
With one signi ficant difference, this is precisely the question that :i< 

asked by one of the more influential strands of natural language philcisc): · 
phy, initiated by the work of Paul Grice on the theory of conversati.onal 
implicatures and developed in the discipline of pragmatics . Grice's 
question distinguishes between what an utterance says (that is, its 
truth-conditional conrenr: what it ' literally ' means) and the meanings 
that ir actually conveys. These 'meanings' are impiicatures: thar is, ''a. 
proposition char is implied by the urrerance of a sentence in a context 
even though that proposition is nor a part of nor an entailment of what 
was acrually said' (Gazdar 1979: 38). Levinson offers the following 
example: 
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l A: Can you tell me the time? 

B: Well, the milkman has come. 

A literal paraphrase of ch is exchange would yield only che following 
information: 

2 A: Do you have the ability to tell me the time? 

B: ( .. . ) The milkman came at some time prior to the time of 
speaking. 

Yee what is actual ly communicated to native speakers by chis exchange 

would certainly contain a great deal more information, which is itali
cised in the following rewriting: 

3 A: Do you have the ability to tell me the time of the present moment, 
as standardly indicated on a watch, and if so please do so tell me. 

B: No I don 't know the exact time o( the present moment, but I can 

provide some information from which you may be able to deduce 
the approximate time, namely the milkman has come. 

(Levinson 1983: 97-8) 

How do we get from (1) to (3)? Nothing in the semantic content of che 
utterances leads us directly ftom the one ro the other. To explain this 

addi tion or expansion of information, Grice invokes the existence of ce r

tain assumptions that generate implicatures in ordinary conversation, 
where the word ' implicature' designates implications that are not direct 
logical conseguences of a statement. 

The most general assumption is what he calls the Cooperative 
Principle: a 'rough genera l principle' chat participants in a conversa
tion are expected to observe, which takes some such form as: 'Make 

your conversational contribution such as is reguired , at the stage at 

which it occurs, by the accepted purpose or direction of che talk 
exchange in which you are engaged' (Grice 1989: 26). The assump

tion, that is ro say, is that people talking together bring a certain 

goodwi ll to the conversation and thus structure their talk in such a 

way as ro make it comprehensible ro the person they are talking ro. 
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(Grice doesn't assume chat this is always the case, of course: only chat 
it is necessary if conversation is to work .) The general principle is 

then made more specific in the form of four maxims that are held 

generally ro apply in the exchange of talk : these maxims - of guan

tity, guality, relation, and manner - are norms reguiring participants 
in a conversation to speak transparently, economically, truthfully, and 

to the point. 

One might object that no one really speaks like this: the Gricean 

speech si tuation resembles a philosopher's fantasy of rational and orderly 
conversation. But Grice's point is not that these norms are respected in 
practice but that they nevertheless shape the way talk actually happens . 

When they are being fully respected , conversat ional contributions will be 
literal ; when they are flouted in some way, the assumption that cooperation 
is nevertheless still in force will continue to prevail and the hearer will 

draw inferences co make sense of an apparent anomaly. If someone says 
of another, 'he's a bright spark', and I know that (a) she is not talking 

about spark plugs or light bulbs, and (b) she has no respect for the incel - . . 

ligence of the person of whom she is speaking , I conclude, first , chat the. 
apparent lack of clarity and relevance is misleading, and she is using a 
metaphor which is clear and relevant once I understand it, and second, 

chat she is speaking ironically rather than making a literally true state

ment . It is these inferences that Grice calls implicatures. 

The upshot of chis argument is chat language generates more informa
tion than it directly 'contains', and chis 'more' - che implied informaciori 

chat we add to the words we hear - is not directly entai led in or impl ied 
by the semantic content of the words . Grice's account is a description nor 

of che kinds of background knowledge that are adduced in the interpre- . . · 
cation of speech, but rather of the framework of expectations that allows 

us co arrive ac it. His account suffers from a numbec of weaknesses, 

however. Lee me mention cwo. 
The first is chat speech is underscood here on the model of the rational 

exchange of information; even while the theory allows for deviation from 
this model , it nevertheless finds no place for ocher fu nctions of language, 

such as - for example - the rhetorical function of negotiating a relation..: 

ship. Moreover, its privileging of conversation as tbe prototype of verbal. . 

communication means that language is assumed to be immediate co a 

speaker and a hearer for whom words are merely the mask of the mental 
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state they express. The second weakness follows from this model of imme
diacy: Grice's examples of utterances are almost all short sentences or 
exchanges isolated from any context (cf. Malik 2002: 159). They thus 
ignore what is of central interest t0 me here: the way in which the move 
from what is said to what is implied is shaped in particular ways by the 
social codes of genre. The effect of this simplification and abstraction is 
that the background knowledges and assumptions brought t0 bear by the 
hearer t0 make sense of what they hear are limited t0 certain kinds of 
immediate and pragmatic information. Similar problems beset the theory 
of inferential interpretation developed by Sperber and Wilson as an alterna
tive to Grice's model. In their argwnent, inferences can be drawn from an 
utterance by reference to a context, and context is understood as a body of 
information additional to the semantic information encoded in the utter
ance; it is 'the set of premises used in interpreting an utterance', and is 'a 
psychological construct, a subset of the hearer's assumptions' (Sperber and 
Wilson 1986: 15). Originating in the mind of an asocial individual, this 
amorphous body of information is neither socially nor discursively struc
tured. In neither Sperber and Wilson nor in Grice is there any understand
ing of the way meanings, values, emotions, and truth-effects are shaped 
and constrained by genre, and both their general principles (cooperation, 
relevance) and the more specific maxims are too sweeping to explain how 
particular kinds of information are implied in particular contexts. 

The use of genre is one of the processes by which the background 
knowledges brought into play by texts are given contextual shape and 
focus. Genre is a framework for processing information and for allowing 
us to move between knowledge given directly in a text and other sets of 
knowledge that are relevant to understanding it. In order now to beg in 
working out more clearly some of the consequences of bringing genre 
into the picture, let me return tO the news headline I discussed in 
Chapter 1. The text reads as follows : 

RAPE CASE 

JUDGE IN 

NEW STORM 

In order to understand this text a reader will need to be able to draw 

inferences on the basis of a range of information which is not explicitly 
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present in the text . As I use these terms, inferences drawn by readers are 
the interpretive actualisation of textual implications. To put this differ
ently, the text presupposes certain kinds of knowledge. Here, cas t 
in propositional form, are some of the inferences that I think are likely 
t0 be drawn from the background information structuring this tex t : 

That: 

1 the story zs important and urgent (this is implied by some of the 
material features of the text such as the size and boldness of the 
type} 

2 the story is true (this is implied by the grammatical mood of the 
utterance (a declarative mood carried by the suppressed verb)} 

3 the text describes events which are relevant because they take place in :hi' 

reader's own social environment (this is a generic assumption of 
relevance implied in the structure of the speech situation, _wl1.P.<e 
the reader is invoked as a member of a community of interests} · 

4 readers and newspaper share a common framework of values which diffe;m

tiates them from criminals (a generic assumption of shared val ues 1s 
implied in the structure of the speech situation} 

5 'storm 1 means 'controversy' in this journalistic context (the reader is 
assumed to possess a lexical knowledge which is activated whe:i 
s/he disambiguates the metaphor) 

6 there was an old controversy that preceded the current one and is similar 

in kind to it [this is a logical entailment of the antinomic structure 
of the adjective 'new': that is, the way it implicitly invokes its 
opposite) 

7 you the reader know about it because you five in a common world mediated 

to you by the media [again, this is a logical entailment of the semantic 
structure of 'new' together with the implications of the shar.ed 
speech situation) 

8 storms over judges exist, in the media, because of what is perceived to .be t?£ir 

lenient sentencing practices [this is a generically assumed cultu ral 
knowledge} 

9 these practices contradict the desire of the tabloid media and their audience 

for tougher sentencing of criminals (again, a generically assumed cui
rural knowledge} 
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10 the discrepancy between the values of the j11dge and those of the s11pposed 
comm11nity of newspaper and audience provokes moral indignation (this is a 
logical implication of the semantic content of 'storm' rogether with 
the generic assumption of shared values which is implicit in the 
speech situation] 

Taken together, these inferences allow an informed reader to rewrite the 
condensed text in a fuller, more fuUy meaningful form, something like 
chis: 

A Scottish or English judge who was previously involved in the trial of a 

rapist which was controversial because of the lenient sentence handed 
down to the perpetrator has become embroiled in further controversy. 
We, the newspaper and the community of decent people it represents, 

are indignant that this man [another assumption} is allowed to get away 
with acting in disregard of community expectations. 

I'm not suggesting, of course, that any conscious process of rewriting 
goes on in our heads in this rather cumbersome way. This rewritten sen
tence is merely a representation of the kind of sense we are likely to 
make of the headline in the instantaneous flash of understanding we 
experience as we read it . l should also stress again that there is no guar
antee that we will understand it: as Sperber and Wilson put it, 'failures 
in communication are to be expected: what is mysterious and requires 
explanation is not · failure but success' (Sperber and Wilson 1986: 45). 

The interesting question here, I think, has co do with the kinds of 
implicit knowledge chat are drawn on here, and with how they are 
structured in the act of reading. I identify the following levels at which 
implicit knowledges are invoked in the headline text : 

• the semantic features of material, lexical and syntactic structures; 
• the structure of the speech situation, and the assumption of the rel

evance of the information to the receiver; 
• generically assumed cultural knowledges. 

It is the third of these areas that is most clearly related to genre: 
'knowledge ' of a certain (moralistic) kind about judges is in some sense 
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inscribed in the populist genres of the tabloid press , and sexualised 
crimes of violence are one of chose genres' characteristic preoccupations. 
But the kinds of knowledge derived from the structure of the speech 
situation - chat is, the assumption chat che mere face of address some
how binds cogether speaker and receiver in a relationship of solidarity 
and ch us in a mutual structure of value - is likewise a part of che rhetor

ical strategy of the headline genre and che broader range of tabloid gen
res to which it belongs; and even at the lexical level , where we might 
assume that words are co some extent autonomous of their discursive 
organisation, it is clear chat words like 'new', 's torm', and ' judge' cake 
on a semantic coding which is specific co this genre and carries informa
tion that is not necessarily present in other discursive context·S. 
Similarly, the grammatical logic of the declarative mood rakes on a fcr~e 
here ('chis is true') chat is deeply .inflected by the genre in which I ~ · 
occurs. The specific information constructed by the text does not occur ·. 
in isolation from the larger shaping performed by the generic frame
work . 

GENRE AS SCHEMA 

This generic framework constitutes the unsaid of texts, the organisation 
of information which lies latent in a shadowy region from which we 
draw it as we need it; it is information that we may not know we know, 
and that is not directly available for scrutiny. One way of understanding 
both the cognitive and the textual processes involved in the supplemen
tation of given information by chis broader frame of background knowl
edge is through the concept of the schema. In the language of 
psychology, a schema is a pattern underlying a surface phenomenon 
which allows us co understand that phenomenon. If I sketch a piccure of. 
a smiling face, turned sideways, by µsing a colon and a right brackec·; ·a{._ 
follows: 

:) 

you know how co read this schematic text because you have scudied 
faces since infancy, you can infer the structure of the face as a whole · 
from chis brief indication of 'eyes' and 'mouth', and you know as well 
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the typographical conventions chat have turned this sketch into an 

'emocicon', the 'smile' command in a text-message. Every sighted 
human being has a score of experience of faces which has been converted 
into knowledge about faces in general, a set of expectations about their 

form which allows the conversion of these slight, schematic indications 
into the general form of the human face. The schema is what allows us 
co infer the whole from the part, the kind of thing chis is from the rep
resentation of a few of i cs scattered features. 

To speak of the schema is co assume chat knowledge is organised, and 
thus that 'when we know something about a g iven domain, our knowledge 
does not consist of a list of unconnected faces, but coheres in specifiable 
ways' (Mandler 1984: ix). Genre is one of the forms that that organisa
tion cakes, making patterns of meaning relative co particular commu
nicative functions and situations. This is parcly no more than a matter of 
economy: if I'm reading a newspaper headline in che screet, I don't need 
to have in m y mind the information that would be relevant to reading 
a gochic romance or the instructions on a bureaucratic document, 
although I can activate that information should it become relevant. 
Genre cues act rather like context-sensitive drop-down menus in a com
puter program, directing me co the layers and sub-layers of information 
that respond to my purposes as a speaker or a reader or a viewer. 

One could think of this information as being something like a combined 
encyclopaedia and dictionary, broken down into sub-sections for particular 
genres, in such a way that the genres of the tabloid press will have entries 
for 'judge' ('lenient on crime') 'new', 'storm', and 'rape' (situated some
where close co 'paedophilia' , but with a sub-entry referring the reader co 

'rape - false accusations of). The French theorist Jean-Jacques lecercle 
says of chis encyclopaedic organisation of cultural knowledge that it 
relates meanings to sets of contexts by guiding and constraining the 
reader's inferences from the text. Bue this is not to say that this informa
tion, these generically organised knowledges, exist in some mental cup
board as ready-formed resources, since they are 'not only a body of 
knowledge and belief, but also che operation that, in a context, selects the 
relevant information and gives it computable shape, or from a text infers a 

relevant concexc' (lecercle 1999: 203). Rather than taking the form of 
explicit and articulated propositions, they are something like an emergent 
form, the result of use rather than pre-existing it. The cognitive scientist 
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Walter Kintsch represents this by speaking of knowledge as being made 
up of associative networks, 'knowledge nets', the nodes of which are 
'propositions, schemas, frames, scripts, production rules'. Such nets are at 
once stable and yet, in practice, flexible and adaptable: 

Psychologically, only those nodes that are actually active (that is, are 
held in working memory) contribute to the meaning of a node. 
Because the capacity of working memory is severely limited , any 
node at any point in time has only a few neighbours; its meani ng is 
sparse, therefore. However, it can be readi ly elaborated, almost wil:f-;

out limit, in many different directions, as the situation dema nds , 
because most nodes in a knowledge network are connected with 
powerful , stable links - retrieval structures - to other nodes i r. the 
net that can be brought into working memory. Thus, very complex 
meanings can be generated automatically and effortlessly, although 
at any particular time only a few nodes can be active in working 
memory. 

(Kintsch 1998: 74) 

Knowledge nets allow, then, for the activation on an ad hoc basis of 
relevant knowledges, distributing resources at any point in time 
between a foreground of active meanings and a more stable, alcb.ough 
still constantly changing, background of encyclopaedic knowledge and 
beliefs. I take these knowledge nets co be in part generically organised , 
although Kintsch speaks only briefly of the organisational role of genre. 
Concepts, on this rnodel , do not have a fixed and permanent mean:i;1g: 
rather, ' the context of use determines which nodes linked to a co_ncepr 
are activated when a concept is used' (Kintsch 1998: 75). For example, 
which properties of words like 'piano' or 'comaco' are activated depends 

on the discursive context, which may be that of music or of furni ture
moving, of painting or of eating: and again I want to add that these are, 

in the broadest sense, generic contexts. 
'Comprehension', Kintsch writes, 'implies forming coherent wholes 

with Gestalt-like qualities out of elementary perceptual and conceptual 

features ' (Kinrsch 1998: 93). Coherent wholes of this sort can be formed 

at different levels, but at the level of the generic frame they correspond 
to what I have called projected worlds. By 'world' I mean a relareively 
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bounded and schematic domain of meanings, values, and affects, accom
panied by a set of instructions for handling them. Seitel similarly speaks 
of 'generic worlds' as having the dimensions of 'time, space, categories 
of accors and settings, causality, and motivation - and the interpretation 
they call for' (Seitel 2003: 279). Any world can be described through a 
coherent set of propositions, and generates reality-effects specific to it: 

some worlds claim a high reality status, others announce themselves as 
fictional or hypothetical. Examples of such generically projected worlds 

would be: 

• the world of the tabloid press, populated by celebrities, criminals, 
victims, nude models, and scenarios centred on scandal, crime, and 
sport . Its moral tone tends to be at once moralistic and salacious, and 
its time is that of a static continuum punctured by arbitrary events; 

• the world of the picaresque novel, a world of sharp-witted servants 
and dull masters, of confidence tricks, of hunger and the cons tant 
threat of poverty, of the road and the unforeseen adventure, of 
upward and downward mobility, of a time which is at once episodic 

and recurrent; 
• the world of the Petrarchan sonnet, where lovers are constant and 

fair mistresses are not, where suffering or bliss are the poles 
between which love moves, where eyes shoot beams t0 twine souls 
cogether, and where time is that of biological decay and its tran
scendence in love or in writing; 

• the world of the curse: an emotionally narrow world defined -
although it may not be lacking in wit or humour - by its simple, 
antagonistic structure of address and by the copiousness of imag
ined destinies or projected comparisons (usually from inferior 
realms) with which it expresses it; its time is the pure present of 
address, although it envisages a future that leads from it; 

• the world of the television sitcom, perhaps best organised into its 
regional variants (New York, London's East End, small-town 
Australia, the cities of Brazil): a world structured around genera
tional and sexual relationships, set in the household or some 

expanded form of the household (the pub, a hotel) and developing 
the narrative temporality of the 'relationship problem' (or, in a 
more sophisticated version, the 'social issue'). 
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And so on, as many worlds as genres . The concept of 'world' as I use 
it here has affini ties with Alfred Schutz's concept of 'finite provinces of 
meaning' (Schutz 1970: 252), although Schutz defines these provinces 
as experient ial rather than representational. Every genre is defined in 
part by the bounded province of meaning which is specific tO ir and 

which it makes available for use. 

GENERIC TRUTHS: PHILOSOPHY 

In the rest of this chapter I look in more depth at the way different gt>n-. 
res 'systematically form the objects of which they speak' (Foucault 
1989: 49). My concern is with the effects of reality, of authority, of plau
sibility - in short, of truth - that are generated by the diverse genres of 
human communication . I shall talk briefly about two of the 'realist' 
genres that have been so important in the making of our world : those o.f 
philosophy and hiscory. Robyn Ferrell writes that it is here that the foll 

force of generic shaping is felt -

in those genres whose trait is a constitutional nai"vete, the trait of the 
transparency of their own means of representation . In this category 
can be found genres aimed at truthtelling (like some philosophy); the 
revealing of reality 'as it is' (empirical sciences of physical or social 
types); and , in general , genres of writing aimed at representing some· 
thing without reference to the possibility of its representation . . .. The 
means of representation in this large class of genres cannot becon ~E

visible in the text without compromising its realist effect. 
(Ferrell 2002: 4) 

But all genres, even those that Ferrell describes as being concerned ~ith 
verisimilitude rather than veracity, and of course including the genre of 
theoretical argument in relation to which this book is written, wor.k 
with such effects of authority and truth, embedded in their struetu.re as 

much as they are worked out in the rhetoric of texts . 
I begin with a book written in (or better, writing) one of the many 

genres of philosophy and which explores, in its own way, the concept of 
'world' that I have taken from rather different discourses . This is David 

Lewis's On the Plurality of Worlds, an influential work of analytic philosophy 
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published in 1986 as a defence of the concept of 'modal realism: the the
sis that the world we are part of is but one of a plurality of worlds, and 
that we who inhabit this world are only a few out of all the inhabitants 
of all the worlds' (Lewis 1986: vii). In this fragment of a sentence we 

can see clearly the two languages from which the book is composed: a 
rechnical philosophical term is restated in plain language, although 
much of this plainness is deliberately and ironically deceptive: 'world' 
and 'is' by no means carry their everyday meaning here. Another way of 
thinking about this intersection of languages would be in terms of the 
distinction Freadman draws between the genres of metaphysics and 
logic. This distinction is not yet properly in play here, because both of 
the languages deployed in this sentence belong to 'metaphysics ', 'the 
genre that denies its own generic specificity' (Freadman 2004: 6); but as 
the book develops it becomes clear that there is a tension between two 
different ways in which 'worlds' can be said to exist: a logical sense in 
which anything that can be posited can be said to have being, and 
another sense which is both that of metaphysics and that of 'plain' 

understanding, which is less willing to concede the existence of hypo
thetical or formally possible worlds. 

A thesis, such as the one on modal realism that Lewis defends, is an 
argument which may turn out to be true. This is what philosophy does : 
it seeks truth, without being sure in advance that it will reach it. Lewis 
proposes nothing more than a statement of reasons for his position and of 
why they might be compelling, 'but I do not think that these reasons are 
conclusive' (Lewis 1986: viii). His strongest argument is a pragmatic 
one: there are many ways in which 'systematic philosophy goes more eas
ily if we may presuppose modal realism in our analyses . I cake this to be 
a good reason to think that modal realism is true, just as the utility of set 
theory in mathematics is a good reason to think that there are sers' 
(Lewis 1986: vii). The rhetorical force of his position is generated in part 
by a showing of modesty and by a use of the pronoun 'I' which points to 
the testing of argument against personal experience and an awareness of 
the fal li bi lity of reason. At the same time the appeal to mathemarics lays 
claim to the authority of a language which has always embodied for phi

losophy a superior rationality : Lewis's sets are, for all the differences, of 

the same order of being as the Platonic forms: timeless essences underly
ing and informing ever more mundane level of being. 

IMPLICATION AND RELEVANCE 89 

Other worlds exist; ' there are' such worlds, each of them fully fur
nished with things. But they do not exist in time and space: they are 
neither near nor far, exist neither now nor at some other time . Their 
mode of existence is thus not that of ordinary being, which happens in 
space and time, but rather that of beings which are possible or _con
ceivable: 'absolutely every way that a world could possibly be is a w·ay 
that some world is' (Lewis 1986: 2). The force of that ' is ' now b~c(;nics 
appa rent. Lewis 's thesis is a way of saying: for every possible state of 
things let us suppose a world that corresponds to i r. This thesis is 
ironical, and the irony plays around the 'is ' that designates virtuality 
rather than factuality. It's a matter of definition: existence is here 
taken to include the virtual, a position which contradicts common
sense assumptions but which makes sense in terms of another .bn
guage, that of formal logic. This broadened definition is a rool [hat 
does substantial work . Beginning with 'the familiar analysis of neces
sity as truth at all possible worlds' (Lewis 1986: 3), philosophy has 
moved on to explore the heuristic force of counterfactuals, entities 
which are not but could be. 'As the realm of sets is for the mathemati
cian, so logical space is a paradise for philosophers': acceptance of the 
'literal truth' of possibilia, things that are possible, is the price char 
must be paid for gaining 'the wherewithal to reduce the diversity of 
notions we must accept as primitive , and thereby to improve the un.ity 
and economy of the theory char is our profess ional concern· (Lev.: is 
1986: 4). 

'Our professional concern' is what is at stake here, and what co.ncerns 
the community of philosophers is not just a set of questions about the 
nature of things. If genres are, as I have argued, a matter of typified 
rhetorical acrion, then the genres of philosophy are not only organisa
tions of representation ('is this statement rrue about the world ?') b~:r 

also practices of authorisation. They produce an authority in the very :ac t 
of discussing truth, and this practice happens both in each indi vidllal 
act of philosophising and as a more general consolidation of the ins ti tu
tional authority of philosophy. It is to chis consolidation char philoso
phers refer when they speak of their activity as a 'way of life' or a paideia, 
a making-perfect through cumulative learning. 

Lewis's argument, then, is that other worlds 'exist ' in 'logical space', 

and they are useful tools for exploring it. Here - to conclude my analysis 
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at the very beginning of Lewis 's book - is an example of how the con

cept works for a discussion of modality: 

Other worlds are other, that is unactualised, possibilities. If there are 

many worlds, and every way that a world could possibly be is a way 

that some world is , then whenever such-and-such might be the case, 

there is some world where such-and-such is the case. Conversely, 

since it is safe to say that no world is any way that a world could not 

possibly be, whenever there is some world at which such-and-such is 

the case, then it might be [i .e ., in the 'actual' world] that such-and

such is the case. So modality turns into quantification: possibly there 

are blue swans if (if and only if] , for some world W, at W there are blue 

swans. 

(Lewis 1986: 5) 

The language of formal logic employed here, with its productive 

reliance on raurology, is characteristic of the forms of argument 

deployed throughout the rest of the book: argument which seeks to 

respond to possible objections , to differentiate this version of the thesis 

from others , and to follow through some of its implications. The lan

guage is that of a relentlessly close reasoning which pursues a syllogism 

from its premises to its conclusions , sundering the true from the false 

or absurd . 

Ferrell distinguishes three main genres structuring the language of phi

losophy: the dialogue, the confession, and the technical paper. Elemenrs of 

each are present in On the Plurality of WMlds: the dialogue in the Preface's 

acknowledgement of friends and colleagues and in the close engagement 

with criticisms and objections; the confession in the deployment of the 

topos of modesty and of the first-person pronoun; and the technical paper in 

the use of formal logic. As I indicated before, there is a tension between the 

'plain' language of the confession and the technical language of formal 

logic, and thus between the different conceptions of existence which corre

spond to each : the two forms of talk are initially fused and then become 

separate and even antagonistic. It is irony which at once masks and justifies 

the conflation of 'plain' and ' technical' languages, an irony which, like the 

topos of modesty, is inscribed in philosophy from Socrates onward and 

which, in conjunction with the display of close ratiocination , grounds the 
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authority with which this book, and with which much of comempornry 

analytic philosophy, is able to speak. 

There are, however, other ways of speaking about other worlds. One of 

them, at once closely parallel to this and quite radically distinct from it, is 

the group of poems in the first section of Jacques Roubaud's The Plurality 
of WMlds of Lewis , published in French in 1991. Roubaud, too, speaks by 

means of a certain mode of irony: the thesis of the plurality of worlds is a 

device, an enabling fiction, by which to meditate upon non-being , specifi

cally the non-being of his dead wife . Roubaud takes from Lewis the 

proinise that nothing that is conceivable is non-existenr, and supposes 

that death is a virtual state which is other than the stare of being which is 

life but which nevertheless 'exists '. Death is a counterfactual, and the dead 

inhabit that 'world' which logically corresponds to their special ontology. 

In a sense this is a consolation, but also not, because ' there is no 

rransworld travel ' (Roubaud 1995: 13); worlds do not overlap: 

One cannot cross from one sub-world to another, one cannot 

cross alive . or dead. 

In return, however: 

you are, are there, still. It is the only consolation . Suryival 
is too big a word. 

(Roubaud 1995: 35) · 

Bur how difficult it is to pronounce that contradictory 'you are ': the 

'you ' that the poet speaks is the impossibi lity of which we know that : 

nothing impossible can be said 

otherwise, elsewhere 

except by saying. 

(Roubaud 1995: 30) · 

And the 'are ' is that existence which continues , not by analogy with d~e 

body that the dead woman once was, and not in the memory of or.hers, 

but rather in a repeated loss of being in memory: 'each time I thi.n.k 

of you , you cease to be ' (Roubaud 1995: 40) . Non-being is that form of 
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being char is nor. Bur since ir neverrheless is, rhen rhe being of our own 

world is called into quesrion: 

for so many reasons this world, ours 

is impossible 

how can it be an instance of what should 

be so that a world could be? 

but if there are many worlds, and every 
way that a world could possibly be is a way 

that some world is 

if whenever such-and-such might 

be the case 

there is some world then where 
such-and-such is, 

this world, ours, the least likely, is possible: 

but reading it on this void does not mean I believe it. 
(Roubaud i995: 23) 

The poem rakes rhe philosopher's words, inronarions, and syntax and fills 
chem wirh a quire different force . Irs realiry-effecrs, grounded in rhe 
peculiar suspension or disrancing of reference char, wirhin rhe appropri
are generic frame, we arrribure ro poeric speech, rurns rhe concepr of 
world into somerhing else again: neirher acrualiry nor logical space bur 
a metaphor for rhe speaking of dearh and for rhe experiential meanings 
of char speaking. Like rhe philosophical rext, the poem speaks its truths 
through a logic that is embedded deep in irs generic norms. 

GENERIC TRUTHS: HISTORY 

Rosalie Colie chinks of genres as 'a "ser" on rhe world , as definitions of 
manageable boundaries, some large, some small, in which material can 

IMPLICATION AND RELEVANCIO 93 

be rreared and considered'; pare of rheir force resides in rhe factrh;,t, 
'rhese secs and boundaries undersrood , a grear deal need not be said 
abour chem' (Colie 197 3: 115 ). To speak of genre is ro speak of whar 
need nor be said because ir is already so forcefully presupposed . Thus, 
she conrinues, 'rhe kinds can easily be seen as riny subculrures wi~b 
their own habits, habitats , and srrucrures of ideas as well as their own 
forms' (Colie 1973: 116). The 'se t', the cluster of attirudes and perspec-· 

tives and ways of making sense of things, is a function of the boundarie:; 
that genre defines and to which we become habituated . Genres frame 
the world as a certain kind of thing, and we norice chis framing only ar 
its intersection with other subculrures of meaning. 

I shall conclude this chapter by speaking briefly of the genres of his
tory: a broad plurality of genres, certainly, that Phillips identifies as 'a 
cluster of overlapping and competing genres, "low" as well as "high" ' 
(Phillips 2003: 213), yet with a common ser on the world thar shapes 
what counts as properly historical knowledge. 

Aristotle contrasts history with poetry by saying that 'the poer's 
function is to describe , not the thing that has happened , but a kind of 
rhing that might happen '; the statements of poerry 'are of rhe narnre 
rather of universals, whereas chose of hisrory are singulars' (Aristotle 
1941: 1451). Yer in anorher sense rhe wriring of history has always be-en 
characrerised by a rension berween rhe singulariry of facts and rhe1 r 
organisarion into the patterns of narrarive explanarion, wirh all d:e 

questions of causality and necessity that arise from this parrerning . 
The singular face is defined on the one hand by irs ontological status: it~ 

factuality is a marter of evidence, esrablished by procedures of authentica
tion. On the other hand it is defined by its temporal sratus: ir is complete 
and self-contained, and it is distinct both from rhe flow of insignificant 
events and from the present from which it is observed. Michel de Cem~au 

would argue that the constitution of the singular fact as true and as past is 
the result of a single, performative operation: historiography's fondamen
tal act is ro take cerrain traces of the past, such as stories, bills of ~ading, 
letters, government edicts, scrarchings on scone, and to separate then-i from 
rhe present in which they have survived. In general, he writes , 

every story that relates what is happening or what has happened 
constitutes someth ing real to the extent that it pretends to be the 
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representative of a past reality. It takes on authority by passing itself 
off as the witness of what is or of what has been . It seduces, and it 
imposes itself, under a title of events; which it pretends to interpret. .. . 
In effect, every authority bases itself on the notion of the 'real ', which 

it is supposed to recount. 

(Certeau i 986: 203) 

Thus interpretation appears to follow from faces, which in fact it 
constitutes as such; and time is conceived as a property of the object, the 
past, bur not of the present from which the historian speaks. Hence 
the characteristic formal structure of historical narrative: the relating of 
a closed and self-contained event or series of events in the preterite tense 
('he went '), the third person, and from the impossible perspective of an 
omniscient and unsituated narrator. 

But to speak of a 'characteristic formal strucmre' is to simplify the 
range of ways in which history is and has been written. A better starting 
point might be to consider some of the 'simple forms' in which the past 
has been constructed. A crucial distinction here is between sacred and 
secular forms of writing: the setting of past events in relation to some 
other, transcendental time, or in relation only to other mundane times. 
In the proto-historical genre of genealogy, for example, the reconstruc
tion of a chain of descent has the effect of setting the present in relation 
not only to the line of forebears but also in relation to an order of kin
ship which is partly political and partly cosmological. The genealogy of 
Christ recorded in Matthew I concludes with the following verse: '17 : So 
all the generations from Abraham co David are fourteen generations; 
and from David until the carrying away into Babylon are fourteen gen
erations; and from the carrying away into Babylon unto Christ are four
teen generations'. The point here, despite Joseph's genetic irrelevance, is 
the placing of Christ in a direct line of descent from David and the 
reconstruction of a mythical origin which repeats itself: the hiscorical 
event, the birth of Christ, is a repetition or a return which is acted out 
in accordance with scriptural prophecy. Although there is one point at 
which this genealogy intersects with historical time, that of the carryi ng 

away into Babylon, the point again is not so much the fact of that his
torical event as its prefiguring of a repetition in which Christ will fulfil 

the scriptures by leading his people out of bondage. The time of the 
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genealogy is a ritualisation of the time of memory, and the evocation of. 
an underlying divine pattern in the succession of generations. 

Other 'simple forms' of historical narrative include the eyewitness 
testimony, the reminiscence, the annal, and its more complex form , rhe 
chronicle. The first two of these stress the authentication of evidence 
over questions of pattern. They differ in that , whereas the eyewitness 
account tells a story co someone in a position of interest or authority - a 
judge, someone who has personal reasons for wanting to know the truth , 
or the historian collecting evidence - the reminiscence by contrast sat is
fies a need of the scory 's teller, often a need co reconcile past and present . 
As first-person narratives they possess the authenticity of direct vision , 
which is why the eyewitness is so important in issues of legal proof; but 
they thereby lack the comprehensive view of the detached observer, 
which is why they are usually no more than the raw materials of hiscory. 

The annal is perhaps the simplest form of such detached recording. 
Here, temporal order is given in the rigid and arbitrary form of chronol
ogy: the names of the consuls or the year of the king 's reign are the con- . 
tainer for a series of events which may have no other necessa.ry 
relationship than this shared period of occurrence. Yet with even rhe. 
simplest annal the stories begin to swell beyond this border to 
encompass other narrative forms. This is the story of Thomas a Becket 
from Capgrave's mid-fifteenth-century Chronicle of England (Capgrave 
1858: 140): 

In the VII. yere of Herry deied Theobald bischop of Cauntirbury; and 
Thomas, the Kyngis Chauncelere, entred into that benefice. Aftir that 
fel gret strif betwix him and the Kyng for liberty of the Cherch ; for 
whech first was the bischop exiled, and many wrongis do to hi m and 
to his kyn. Thanne cam he hom ageyn, and was killid, as a\le the 
nacion knowith; and this was in the yere of oure Lo rd a M.CLXX. 

The narrative of Becket 's tenure of the bishopric covers a period of :: 

ni ne years, bur this period is presented as though it belonged to a sing le· : .. 
entry in either one of the organising 'chronologies : the years of the kin.g" · 

reign, or anno domini . The narrative is an incoherent mix of seriali ty 
('afrir .. . thanne') and causali ty ('for whech '), cogether with moral com
mentary ('many wrongis') and appeal to consensual knowledge. Here by 

.· .. 
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contrast is a narrative of great temporal and causal complexity, rhe sec

ond paragraph of Tacitus 's Annals: 

When after the destruction of Brutus and Cassius there was no longer 

any army of the commonwealth, when Pompeius was crushed in 
Sicily, and when, with Lepidus pushed aside and Antonius slain, even 

the Julian faction had only Caesar left to lead it, then, dropping the 
title of triumvir, and giving out that he was a consul, and was satisfied 

with a tribune's authority for the protection of the people, Augustus 

won over the soldiers with gifts , the populace with cheap corn, and all 

men with the sweets of repose, and so grew greater by degrees, while 
he concentrated in himself the functions of the Senate, the magis

trates, and the laws . He was wholly unopposed, for the boldest spirits 
had fallen in battle, or in the proscription, while the remaining nobles, 

the readier they were to be slaves, were raised the higher by wealth 
and promotion, so that, aggrandised by revolution, they preferred the 

safety of the present to the dangerous past. 

The srrucrure of rhe syntax in the first sentence ('When . .. when .. . 

and when ... rhen '; Tacitus's Larin, afrer an initial 'posrquam', 'after', uses 
a ser of rerse ablative absolutes) pulls rogerher three rimes: rhar of rhe 

battles and deaths of rhe civil wars; a subsequent srare of affairs in which 

'rhere was no longer any army' and the Julian faction had no orher 

leader; and rhe time of Augustus's actions as a result of rhis srare. These 

interwoven rimes move from past ro present; rhe second sentence reverses 
rhis temporal direction, moving from rhe present ro rhe pasr then back 

again. In addition, rhere is a rhird , unsrared order of rime ar work here, 
rhar of rhe narration . In each of the rimes described a series of facts is 
drawn rogerher ro form an account of a srare of affairs , and rhese srares 

are rhen linked in causal chains . The first chain leads from rhe defeat of 

Augustus's opponents in the civil wars ro rhe resulting power vacuum, 
rhe bribery of rhe soldiers and populace, and finally Augustus's usurpation 

of power. The second chain repeats rhe first with variations, adding ro rhe 

account of rhe power vacuum rhe further explanation of rhe compliance 

of rhe nobility as a result of their weakening and rheir openness ro bribery. 

The acrors here are either individuals representing larger forces (nor jusr 
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Brurus and Cassius were defeated, bur by extension rhe armies rhar gave 
them rheir power), or they are classes (rhe nobility, rhe soldiers, and rhe 

populace are nor individualised because they have no leaders who can 
srand for rhe class). All of this answers rhe question: what were the ci r

cumstances rhar allowed Augustus ro · accede ro power? The answer, 

given in terms of a series of events which produce states of affairs which 

make possible · further events, thus interweaves narrative with analysis. 

This, we might say, is rhe classic rask of the genres of hisrory: to trace 

the movements and the causal interactions between event and srructure, 
transforming document into narrative and narrative into explanation. 

The critical order of time for the production of these effects is the 
unstated present of narration from which past orders are projected a.S 

domains of facricity. Tacitus does of course siruare himself in this pre

sent, but only negatively: it is his di stance from the past that allows 
him to write sine ira et studio, without birrerness or partisanship. 

Temporal distance, the severing of the past from the present, is what 

makes possible the passage from documentary evidence ro established 

historical facr. 
From Tacitus ro the historians of the modern world is a large step. 

Two hundred years of historicism, permeating all dimensions ·of · 

thought, and a similarly long period of methodological reflection and . 

refinement, have transformed the foundations of history as a discipline. 

Some of rhe extraordinary diversity of forms of writing over these rwo 

centuries has been explored by writers like Hayden White, although his 

approach is very different from mine. Yer much too has remained con
stant in that 'telling of history' which 'is filtered through rhe gen res in 

which ir occurs ' (Hanks 1996: 269). 
My final text is a passage from Fernand Braudel's great history of The 

Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of Philip II, pub

lished in 1949 and in a revised second edition in 1966: 

Further light will no doubt be shed on the question by future histo ri

ans using evidence of a rather different order. In Venice, which I have 

personally studied in some detail, I am impressed, for example, by 

the scale of public building and decoration in the city after i450: the 

replacement of the wooden bridges over the canals by stone bridges , -

the digging of the great well near the church of Santa Maria di Brolio 
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in August, 1445, the construction in May, 1459 of a new loggia in loco 
Rivoalto, where the weavers' shops were demolished to make way for 

the extension to the Doges' Palace .. .. Needless to say, this evidence 

does not prove anything one way or the other, either in Venice (where 

construction may have been carried out because or in spite of the 

economic climate) or in the Mediterranean as a whole. But it inclines 

me to classify the whole vigorous period from 1450 to 1650 as a unit, 

the 'long' sixteenth century, and therefore to agree with jean Fourastie 

and his pupils that the first wave of prosperity was independent 

of American bullion . To take a single city, in this case Venice, as an 

index, can be a fruitful exercise; it may even reveal a truer picture of 

the economic situation than we have from price curves . 

(Braudel 19]3: 11, 894-5) 

A couple of brief observations on this small excerpt from a massive 

work. The first has to do with Braudel's remarks on questions of evi

dence, where, far from concealing himself from view, the writer con
stantly intervenes in his own person to comment on the validity of 

the data available to him and on the need to refine the tools used by 

the historian . The machinery of source critique and of the interpre
tive construction of evidence from documents is here fully in view: 

there is no attempt, as de Cerreau would have it , co conceal the insti
tutional apparatus within which Braudel works . 

The second comment has ro do with the role of singularity in chis 

text : the mention of the 'great well near the church of Santa Maria di 
Brolio', this tiny and locally specific detail in a sweeping argument, is 

part of a process by which the author develops a claim ro rhetorical 

authority by building a 'world ' out of such parriculars grafted on to the 
larger architecture of structural analysis . It's a kind of claim co omni

science, grounded in the amassing of evidence from primary sources and 
the sheer labour that it involves; and it is a claim to truth in so far as 
these details , like the realist novel's petit fait vrai (the small, convincing 

detail), stand for something like the irreducibility of the real. 

The third comment concerns dating . The building of the stone 

bridges, the well, and the loggia are tiny events fitted into the broader 

chronology of the 'long sixteenth century' which can be understood as a 

slowly developing structure. It is the play of event and structure, the 
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moment and the long duration, narrative and explanation that provides 
the backbone of the book, with its interplay of the times of envircnme11-
tal history (or geography), of social history, and of rapidly occurring h;s

torical events (Braudel 1972: I, 20-1). At the hearr of this dialectic is 

the historical period - whether understood as the reign of Philip II or as 
the 'long' sixteenth century - where ' the different measures of time past' 
are brought together 'in all their multiplicity' in the writing of 'a new 

kind of hisrory, total history' (Braudel 1973: II, 1238). It is this concep

tion chat is the object of Michel Foucault's criticism in The Archaeology of 
Knowledge when he writes of its supposition 'that one and the same fo rm 

of historicity operates upon economic structures, social institutions and 
customs, the inerria of mental attirudes, technological practice, political 

behaviour', and that 'history itself may be articulated into great units -

stages or phases - which contain within themselves their own principle 

of cohesion ' (Foucault 1989: 9-10). Yet this does less than justice to 
Braudel's concern with the multiplicity of historical times and with the 

resistance of the event to explanation: there is rather a tension in his 
work between the heterogeneity of the event and the homogeneit ·y of 

the historical period . 
This tension is not dissimilar to that which we saw at work !11 

Tacitus: the writing of hisrory is generically structured by the narrative 
problems of binding the singularities of events and their multiplicity of 

times into the coherence of a srrucrural explanation . Everything else fe l

lows from this: the grounding of the reality of the event in the authen
ticity of the primary source, the evaluative balancing of sources agai11s t 

each other, the striving for a 'unique, comprehensive view of the subjen ' 
(Braudel 1972: I, 354) in which individual perspectives will blend into 
the godlike vision of the writer who commands all knowledge: it is by 
such means that history seeks to move beyond - and thus confirms - the 

generically specific nature of its truths . 
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GENRE AND INTERPRETATION 

READING GENRE 

An email comes to me from the Federal Secretariat in Lagos, Nigeria, 
confiding in me chat a Dr Akin Adesola and his colleagues wish ro 
divert some funds to an account which he asks me to set up for chem 

in my own country; in return for rendering this service I will be entitled 
ro specify a certain percentage of these funds as my commission. His Jee
rer goes into some derail about rhe administrative arrangements char 
have ma.de it possible for him and his colleagues to divert chis money 
from irs legitimate use, and he also tells me why it is nor possible for 
him to sec up rhe foreign account himself. 

I read this email in one of two ways. Ir may be what it seems to be: a 
business letter addressed to a stranger soliciting his assistance. Or it may 
be the well-known Nigerian scam, rhe '419 Fraud' which has duped 
many thousands of na'ive people out of their money. Since I have received a 
number of rather similar emails in the past, I suspect it may be rhe latter. 

My interpretation involves the answers co two questions: first, 'what 
is ir rhar's going on here?'; second, 'what kind of thing is this?' The sec

ond question is about rhe genre of this email, and when I have answered 
it I can then answer rhe first question: I know what's going on here. 
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Most decisions about texts aren't as straightforwardly eicherfor as 
this one, though; and in the case of more complex texts we may feel char 
'reading for the genre' would be reductive of their detailed and sub~· e 

nuances. Genre analysis can look like a very blunt instrument to use :O~ 
texts. 

And indeed it would be, if all we cared about were identifying rhe 
genre co which a text 'belongs'. My argument, however, is that we read 
for something different: for an awareness of how rhe subtleties of texrs 
are generically formed and governed. We read , consciously or uncoc. 
sciously, for those layers of background knowledges which texts evoke . 
and which are generically shaped and generically specific. This is when:· . 
the real complexity of cexrs lies; if we are to read well, we cannot bur 
attend to those embedded assumptions and understandings which arc 
structured by the frameworks of genre and from which we work inferen
tially to the full range of textual meaning . Genre, as Beebee writes, 'is 
only secondarily an academic enterprise and a matter for literary scholar
ship. Primarily, genre is the precondition for the creation and the read
ing of texts' (Beebee 1994: 250). 

Genre guides interpretation because it is a constraint on semiosis, the 
production of meaning; it specifies which types of meaning are reievant 
and appropriate in a particular context, and so makes certain · sen~es of 
an utterance more probable, in the circumstances, than ochers. E.D. 
Hirsch has enunciated this interpretive role of genre wirh great clarity. 
In his understanding of ir, genre is neither a collection of texts nor a set 
of lists of essential features of texts bur an interpretive process called 
into being by the fact char 'all understanding of verbal meaning is nee-. 
essarily genre-bound' (Hirsch 1967: 76). What he means by genre is 
the guess char we make about what kind of thing chis is, and chis guess, 
the interpreter's 'preliminary generic conception', is then 'consti rucive 

of everything char he subsequently understands, and ... chis remains the 
case unless and until that generic conception is altered' (Hirsch 1967 : 
74). What we guess at is a determinate logic of implication, which rhen 
allows us to make appropriate inferences about meaning. Hirsch's case is 
flawed by his grounding of what he calls the 'inrrinsic genre' of a cexr in 
rhe aurhor's will or intention, which he understands as a norm yielding · 

the possibility of a 'correct' interpretation. Yer since 'the intrinsic genr:: 
is always construed, char is, guessed, and is never in any important sense 

·: · : 
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given' (Hirsch 1967: 88), this attempt to close off the multiplicity of 
interpretations seems like wishful thinking. 

If we retain from Hirsch the notion that genre is a guess or construal 
of the-kind-of-thing-this-is, however, then it follows that genre is not a 
property of a text but is a function of reading. Genre is a category that we 
impute to texts, and under different circumstances this imputation may 
change. Think of the way different productions of a play, each involving 
the staging of an interpretation, may substantially alter the relevant 
genre framework. The telemovie of Trevor Nunn's 1976 staging of 
Macbeth, for example, with its terse, stripped-back text, sparse scenery, 
voice-overs, and close-ups, draws on television's capacity for intimacy 
and interiority to rewrite the text as a bleak psychological drama. Every 
such interpretation involves a shift in generic framework: the-kind-of
thing-this-is changes with its readings. 

A radical statement of this dependence of genre schemata on our uses 
and interpretations of texts is given by Adena Rosmarin: 

Once genre is defined as pragmatic rather than natural, as defined 
rather than found, and as used rather than described, then there are 
precisely as many genres as we need, genres whose conceptual shape 
is precisely determined by that need. They are designed to serve the 
explanatory purpose of critical thought, not the other way around. 

(Rosmarin i985: 25) 

Thus 'genre is not, as is commonly thought, a class but, rather, a classi
fying statement' (Rosmarin 1985 : 46). But where, we might ask, do 
these statements come from? From the minds of critics or readers/ 
Surely the point is that genre norms are shared and shareable, and are 
built into more or less durable infrastructures. As Altman adds after cit
ing the last sentence of Rosmarin's: 'we may fruitfully recognise the 
extent to which genres appear to be initiated, stabilised and protected 
by a series of institutions essential to the very existence of genres' 
(Altman 1999: 85). 

Genre is neither a property of (and located 'in') texts, nor a projection 
of (and located 'in') readers; it exists as a pare of the relationship 
between texts and readers, and it has a systemic existence. It is a shared 
convention with a social force. The imputations or guesses that we make 
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about the appropriate and relevant conventions ro apply in a partirnlar 
case will structure our reading, guiding the course it will take, out expt -
rations of what it will encounter. But they are grounded in the i nsriru
tions in which genre has its social being: the institutions of 
classification in the broadest sense. 

THE FRAME 

A paddle steamer approaches a town on a broad river. There is mus ic in 
the air, and as it gets closer I see and hear the playing of a steam organ 
on board the boat. Its rune merges with orchestral m.usic, then as the 
boat nears the landing a troupe of performers break into song and dance . 
While they are in full song a band emerges from within the steamer, 
and I make the assumption that these players are the source of the mu · ic 
I have been hearing, and that the performance is advertising a show. 

Some minutes later a gambler strolls from a tavern to the boat. I 
know that he is a professional gambler because he is playing cards ir,i the 
morning, is dressed in morning suit and top hat, and has a thin n,m1:; · 
cache. Again, music fills the air and he breaks into song, wondering 
whether there is a place somewhere in the world for him. This musi( has 
no apparent source; it comes from nowhere, or at least from now.here in 
the world shown on the screen. 

If we had not already realised it, and if we have some familiariry .wi.rh 
Hollywood movies, we are likely to hypothesise quire quickly that this 
is 'a particular kind of film in which otherwise unmotivated singing is 
likely to occur' (Neale 2000: 31-2). It is of course a musical - the 1951 
version of Showboat. Like many musicals , it eases us into a world where 
people sing to full, invisible orchestral accompaniment, and it does so by 
initially tying this music to a visible source. Once it has made this move 
it then adopts the convention of spontaneous song and sourceless music. 
Our provisional hypothesis then 'offers grounds for further anticipation: 
if a film is a musical, more singing is likely, and the plot is liable tO fol!ow 
some directions rather than others' (Neale 2000: 32). But it also offe"rs 
more basic information about what kind of world this is, and . ~hat 
counts as plausible in this worid , although not in others. Here, .unlike 
most other worlds, bursting into song is appropriate, probable, and thus 
believable; indeed, it is more or less obligatory within the genre. 
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Genre thus defines a set of expectations which guide our engagement 
with texts . It is oriented to the future . Drawing an analogy between 
speech genres and the anticipatory structure of sentences, Bakhtin 
expresses this orientation as follows : 

We learn to cast our speech in generic forms and , when hearing oth
ers' speech , we guess its genre from the very first words; we predict a 
certain length (that is , the approximate length of the speech whole) 
and a certain compositional structure; we foresee the end; that is, 
from the very beginning we have a sense of the speech whole, which 
is only later differentiated during the speech process. 

(Bakhtin 1986: 79) 

This anticipatory strucrure is of course based on the cues we receive 
when we first encounter a text, and we could think of reading or view
ing as a process of progressive refinement and adaptation of the sense we 
make of those cues. Heather Dubrow uses the analogy with the expecta
tions set up by the prosodic pattern of a poem, establishing a contract 
with the reader that may be modified in the course of the texrual 
encounter. The contract specifies both what may and what cannot hap
pen in the text; but it is always the case that 'codes may be violated . .. 
and contracts broken ' (Dubrow 1982: 3 7). The cues that I encounter are 
metacom.munications, then, specifying how to use the text, what one 
can expect to happen ar different stages, and what to do if these expecta
tions are not confirmed (for example, how ro switch to a different 
generic framework) . 

Some cues are fuJJy internal to the text. The laugh track on a televi
sion sitcom, although added in post-production, is integral ro the work
ing of the text, having the primary function of signalling genre and an 
absent but supposed genre community (Altman 1999: 160), and only 
secondarily of differentiating text segmencs. Many other cues are, how
ever, located at the margins of texts. 

It isn 't often the case that I simply happen across a musical or a tele
vision sitcom, recognising it only from its internal cues. More usuall y, I 
encounter a range of cues located at the edge of the text . I read a review 
of the movie, I talk to other people about it, I read a poster advertising 
it in generic terms - although these terms may deliberately be left 
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ambiguous in order to attract overlapping audiences - I know the cir.- · 
ema in which the movie is shown,.and I read the ti tle and the credi~s of 
actors and director. All of these things tend to effect a compelling .pte
orientation to the film. Similarly, in the case of the television pro
gramme, even if I come across it without prior knowledge , without 
having read about it in a television guide, I know at least the time slot 
in which it is shown and the channel that screens it, with everything 
that this implies about the intended audience and thus about the kind 

of programme it is. 
Genette has written extensive ly about the apparatus of ex ternal cues 

that surround a literary text: such things as the author's name, the 
book 's title, the preface, and illustrations accompany the text 'pre
cisely in order to present it, in the usual sense of this verb but also in 
the strongest sense: to make present, to ensure the text 's presence in the 
world,. its "reception" and consumption ' (Genette 1997: 1). Many 
of these external cues, or paratexts, have to do with the material form of 
the book : even before we begin reading we are given information by t~e 
book's size and format, by its binding , by whether it has cut or unc\ .... 
pages. If it is a pocket edition, or a 'classics' edition, or if it has a pre
dominance of graphic material, then again we are disposed to read the 
book in certain ways. We make deductions from the author's name , if 
there is one, including any biographical material we may deduce from 
it , such as gender, or associate with it since we know it from elsewhere -
perhaps from the dust jacket, or from reviews. Indications of the period 
in which the book was written are likely to be carried in this way._ 
The title may give an indication of genre: Henry IV, Part I indicates ·a_ 
history play, even apart from the placing of this play with the 'Hisror ies' 
in Shakespeare's first Folio; or it may carry a genre marker as a subo rdi
nare part: Stambo11.i Train: An Entertainment is Graham Greene's way of 
distinguishing between the thrillers and the 'serious' novels in his 
oeuvre, and thus of telling us how he wants them read . Blurbs, pedica
tions and inscriptions, epigraphs, prefaces and postfaces, internal ti des ; 
rabies of conrenrs, running heads, notes, publiciry materials - all :· 
of these seek to orient the reader towards an expectation of the "kind · 9~ · · 

·· .: ' .. 
thing this is. 

I have said that this apparatus is a set of cues that 'surround'.. or 
'accompany ' the text ; but they are of course also a part of the text , and 
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this ambiguity about their relation to it is crucial to the way such para

textual material works . Genette puts it this way: 

More than a boundary or a sealed border, the paratext is, rather, 

a threshold . ... It is an 'undefined zone' between the inside and 

the outside, a zone without any hard and fast boundary on either the 

inward side (turned toward the text) or the outward side (turned 

toward the world's discourse about the text), an edge, or, as Philippe 

Lejeune put it , 'a fringe of the printed text which in reality controls 

one's whole reading of the text'. Indeed, this fringe, always the con · 

veyor of a commentary that is authorial or more or less legitimated by 

the author, constitutes a zone between text and off-text, a zone not 

only of transition but of transaction: a privileged place of a pragmat

ics and a strategy, of an influence on the public. 

(Genette 1997'. 2) 

The edge of the text is a site of dangerous ambivalence which must 

be negotiated and secured. In doing so the paratextual apparatus works 

as a frame, a word that I have used frequently in this book as a near

synonym of genre. Frames work to define the text against those things 

which it is not, cutting it off from the adjacent world; and to convey 

information from that adjacent world to the framed text. The frame 

belongs to both domains - both 'inside' and 'outside' - and to neither. 

Goffman thus distinguishes between two layers of frame : 

One is the innermost layering, wherein dramatic activity can be at 

play to engross the participant. The other is the outermost lamina

tion, the rim of the frame, as it were , which tells us just what sort of 

status in the real world the activity has, whatever the complexity of the 

inner laminations . 

(Goffman i974: 82) 

And he later adds that ' the assumptions that cut an activity off from the 

external surround also mark the ways in which this activity is inevitably 

bound to the surrounding world ' (Goffman 1974: 249). 

The frame of course is unitary, neither inside nor outside, and this dis

tinction of levels is a fiction ro express the 'thickness' of the frame, its 
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ambivalent d uality as a component of structure and a component of situ

ation. For a literary text it works both as an enclosure of the internal fic

tional space and as an exclusion of the space of reality against which the 

text is set; but this operation of exclusion is also an inclusion of the ceJ<:t 

within this alien space. The text is closed and suspended, but as a con~ 

structional element the frame is internal to this closure and through it 

the text signifies difference, signifies what it excludes. Within the fi e!d 
of vision are included both the aesthetic space and the edge of aesthetic 

space. The extra-aesthetic is manifested negatively at this momenc of 

passage, where the text reaches the limit and starts to become non-text. 

The energy of the frame thus radiates in two directions simultaneously:_ 

on the one hand, it 'quotes ' the text within a context where it is assigned 

a particular function; on the other, it conducts the trace of the excluded 

non-aesthetic area inward, so that the delimited space of the text is struc- . 

tured by its limit and becomes significant because of the restrictions 

operated by the frame. Thus the compositional structure of a painting -

its perspective, the play of vecrors, the foregrounding and backgrounding 

of motifs - is defined by the relation to the vertical and horizontal lines 

of the 'edge'; and rhese are not simply the farthest point to which .the 

painting reaches but are rather the dynamic moments which constirnte 

the system and the semantic richness of the painting. · 

To speak of the 'thickness ' of the frame is a way of indicating the differ~ 
ent degrees of generality at which a text is defined: its placing, for ex:;.m: : · 

pie, as an act of communication , as an aesthetic or non-aesthetic text, and 

as a text working in or on a particular genre and sub-genre. We could thus 

think of the 'edge' of the work as being something like a series of concen

tric waves in which the textual space is enclosed. Cinematic space is 

marked by the screen, by the darkness that surrounds the screen, by the· 

projection apparatus and the theatre situation, and by advertisement ... , 

billings and reviews that constitute the visible frame of the industry. There 

is also an internal frame, the tide sequence and credits, which supplements 

and narrows down the pre-definition of the kind of aesthetic space being 

outlined . (These two paragraphs are adapted from Frow 1986: 220-4.) 

We could say, then , that the frame enclosing any piece of text is both 

a set of material determinants and a metaphor for the frame structure of 

genre. Maclachlan and Reid interrogate the force of the frame by asking 

how it is that we can identify certain texts as belonging to the genre of 

I•• . 
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the epitaph, when there are no 'collective distinguishing marks ' by 
which one can tell them from other kinds of text (Maclachlan and Reid 
1994: 86). What does mark them off, of course, is that epitaphs are 
inscribed on g ravestones . An inscription such as 'Tis I; be not afraid 
signifies only by virtue of the place from which it is spoken, its 'framed 
occasion'. This utterance, for example , is likely to accompany the name 
and death-date of a deceased person, and to be found in a cemetery, 
where it marks a site of memory. This situation is at once physical and 
symbolic, marking 'a relevant semantic field of coherence - one that sig
nifies mourning and consolation ' (Maclachlan and Reid 1994: 87). 

At the same time, the fact that these words are a guotation from 
words spoken by Jesus in an appearance to the disciples when he walked 
on water gives them an added layer of generic complexity: the T who 
speaks belongs to the genre of the biblical parable as it is embedded in 
the genre of the epitaph, and this speaking position is thus projected 
outward from the T of the dead person co that of Jesus , understood both 
as speaking to him or her in the afterlife and as speaking words of reas
surance directly to the reader. The text is at once framed and, as cita
tion, reframed in a double act of generic attribution. 

Conversely, when the genre of the epitaph itself is cited, as happens 
when the literary epitaph pretends to refer to a tombstone on which it is 
inscribed, the genre changes: the 'simple form' of the epitaph, itself a 
variant of the lapidary inscription, becomes a more complex and layered 
form . This is Ben Jonson's On my first Daughter: 

Here lyes to each her parents ruth , 

Mary, the daughter of their youth: 

Yet, all heavens gifts, being heavens due, 

It makes the father, lesse, to rue. 

At sixe moneths end, shee parted hence 

With safetie of her innocence; 

Whose soule heavens Queene, (whose name shee beares) 

In comfort of her mothers teares, 

Hath plac'd amongst her virgin-traine: 

Where, while that sever'd doth remaine, 

This grave partakes the fleshly birth. 

Which cover lightly, gentle earth . 
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Although the generic indicator 'epitaph' is not given here, it is clear 
that the poem works in direct relation to it: 'here lyes' is the traditional 
hie jacet of the epitaph on a gravestone, a marker of place in the same way 
as is 'this grave' and the apostrophe to the earth above it. The contrast 
between the soul in heaven and the earthly remains is a central · thcrn:e 
of the genre, and the beautiful syntactic intertwining in the first couple_( 
of the parents' grief ('rurh ') with the child 's dead body similarly plays ~:mt 

the customary division between the dead and the living who mourn . Yer 
these words occur on rhe page of a book, and that makes all the differ
ence to their status. Even had they occurred as well on Mary's gravestone, . 
they are here, on the page, the imitation of an epitaph: ' the very same 
words that commemorate the dead person on that spot have ahothe.r 
function if transcribed t0 a page .... Their genre is literary: the effects 
they produce are those of a poem' (Maclachlan and Reid 1994: 89). 

Maclachlan and Reid 's argument is that 'genre, in a broad or narrow 
sense, is an effect of framing'. Yet we cannot conclude, as Rosmar.in 's 
nominalist argument would seem to suggest, that interpreters have 
licence to read whatever generic form they please into a text . Rather, the 
way we assign a text to a genre 'will depend not only on the framing · 
impulses of interpreters but also on promptings by the text and the 
text's situation' - promptings or cues which 'may cake the form of a dis
tinctive typographic pattern of words on a page, a line drawn around an· 
exhibit in a gallery, che relocation of an object in a new space that gi vts 
it a different semiotic charge, and so on' (Maclachlan and Reid 1994: 
91 ). These cues are in one sense, as Genecce indicates, a matter of autho
rial intention (Genecce 1997: 408), although chis is not to say chat these 
guidelines muse be respected . In a more profound sense, however, oei

cher authors nor readers ace as autonomous agents in relation co the . 
structures of genre, since these structures are the shared property of a 
community. Readers and writers negotiate the generic status of parri.cu- . 
Jar texts but do not have the power to make their ascriptions an inher
ent property of chose rexes. 

GENERIC CUES 

Let me now turn co begin exploring the 'internal' cues chat prov i.de a 
sec of continuing instructions on how to use a text. I want to look in 
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particular at ways in which these ins tructions may be modified or trans
formed as the text shifts or complicates its generic orientation. 

My first text is a traditional nursery rhyme : 

There was a man of double deed 
Sowed his garden full of seed . 
When the seed began to grow, 
'Twas like a garden full of snow; 

When the snow began to melt, 
'Twas like a ship without a belt; 
When the ship began to sail, 
'Twas like a bird without a tail; 
When the bird began to fly, 
'Twas like an eagle in the sky; 
When the sky began to roar, 
'Twas like a lion at the door; 
When the door began to crack, 
'Twas like a stick across my back; 
When my back began to smart, 
'Twas like a penknife in my heart; 
When my heart began to bleed, 
'Twas death and death and death indeed. 

The genre of the nursery rhyme is defined above all by its situation 
of address : it is characteristically spoken or sung, tO or by a child, and is 
usually short, strongly rhythmical, and may involve a play with non
sense words; it may accompany such activities as skipping, clapping or 
counting, or being sung to sleep . In a sense it is a conglomerate genre, 
and may include such kinds as ballads, riddles , proverbs, street cries, 
skipping songs, lullabies , or counting-out rhymes . Because it often pro
ceeds by word-association or by a play on sound, its logic is often close 
tO that of dreams. 

The format structure of this text is that of a series of rhyming cou

plets, the last one repeating the rhyme of the first, with alternating 
iambic and trochaic lines; the initial pattern of iambic/trochaic is 
reversed for the other couplets. A succession of figures (similes) is liter
alised in each succeeding couplet; or, more precisely, one of the nouns 
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mentioned in the figure takes on a reality in the next couplet , in rum 
generating further figures until the final couplet in which the emphati
cally repeated noun 'death' works as the end of figuration. The p ciem 

thus moves from figural transformation to the non-figurative real, and 
from verbal play to pain and death . 

It is possible to read a form of narrative coherence into the poem by 
reading it as a moral fable deducing the consequences that flow from the 
action of the man of double deed . This reading is supported by rhe fact 
rhat the first couplet is similar to an existing moral proverb ('A man of 
words and not of deeds/ Is like a garden full of weeds'), ci ted by Iona and 
Peter Opie in their edition of the Oxford Dictionary of Nursery Rhymes 

(Opie 1952: 286). Yet this narrative coherence has little to do with 
the logic that drives the poem and gives it its real force : a logic_of d1e 

unsroppable causal chain in which words are imagined and then be~ome 

real , inexorably taking on a life of their own which culminates in the 
sudden turn from third- to first-person and the death of the speaker. In 
generic terms we could say either that the genre of the moral proverb is 
transformed into a dream-narrative , or that the chi ld 's nursery rhyme 

becomes a statement of metaphysical despair in which the speaker imag
ines and experiences his own death . The cues given to the reader here ar( 
those of the poem's dream logic of ontological transformation (strong ly 
resembling the nightmarish transformations of Kafka's 'A Country 
Doctor') and , in particular, its ultimate reversal in the bleak finality of 
the last line. The Opies mention that the poem is known in some ver

sions as a riddle, and also thar it is 'very similar to a ball-bouncing song 
sent by a correspondent in 1946' (Opie 1952: 287) - which m ight 
explain something of its inexorability. But we could also say - as· I'm 
inclined to - that in fusing quite incompatible genres this poem success · 
fully defies generic classification. The point, in any case, is not to a..~si gn 

it to one or more genres, but rather co notice its provocation of the 'que~ 

tion about what kind of thing this is, a provocation which, however 
forcefully it unsettles generic norms, never takes us tO some point 
beyond that question. 

My next example returns me to a closer reading of the operiing 
sequence of Showboat . Here we are surely in no doubt that the movie is 
defined by the genre of the musical. But what it means for a movie robe 
' in' or to 'belong ro' ·a genre is a more complicated matter.· 
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The credir sequence begins wirh text screened over a series of shots 
of the Mississippi taken at different rimes of day and night. During this 
sequence the screen is bordered by a curlicued gilt picture frame, as is 
our initial view of the paddle steamer, which we see in a still shot 
framed behind an old paddle wheel in the lower right corner. The boar 
then begins ro move and the gilt frame fades away as the movie proper 
begins. 

The following sequence works as a kind of non-narrative prologue. 
A rapid collage of establishing shoes shows us fields and a town on the 
banks of rhe river. Black men and women are picking carton in rhe fields, 
a black man is fishing from a boar , the white gentry are picnicking 
in rhe grounds of the plantarion houses. A boy rides a mule through 
rhe fields, passing a man piling canon into a wagon, to cell everyone he 
passes 'here comes the showboat!'. As the music, a medley of songs 
from rhe film, garhers in intensiry, streams of people flow towards rhe 
town to welcome rhe boar, and we then move into the following 
sequence. 

This opening movement works wirh a kind of choreographed energy 
as it pulls together the diversiry of scenes and social levels into a single 
pulsing stream. Ir contrasts wirh a quite different form of representation 
punctuating it: a series of well-composed framing shots, picking up the 
initial view of rhe steamer, in which the boat is seen, in saturated 
Technicolor, framed by trees and reflected in the water, or framed by the 
pillars of a veranda. The structure of rhese shoes is repeared at rhe close 
of rhe movie, when in a double movement the boar is framed first by 
the kiss of the reunited lovers, and then by the figure of the ourcasr 
Julie giving them her blessing. 

The opening sequence, establishing rhe relarionship between the 
boar and rhe land, is followed by a song-and-dance number that flows 
from the steamer onto the dock; ir culminates in Captain Andy's crum
pet fanfare, and his introducrion of rhe performers. This is close to rhe 
'purring on a show' sub-genre of rhe musical , and it has some of the core 
features of rhe Hollywood musical: the stylised coordination of bodies 

and voices, and a sexualised vitality which picks up on the chore
ographed energy of the flowing crowds and rnrns it into performance. 
We could say, then , that the opening sequences set up a contrast 
between two aesthetics: the show-business aesthetic of the song-and-
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dance routines, and the pictorial aesthetic of rhe well-composed frami~):{ . 
shoes. 

A second major dichotomy has ro do with the genre-associations of 
the shoes of cotton fields, black labourers, and porricoed mansions. 
Showboat carries strong traces of rwo earlier films: the 1936 Showboat 

which it remakes, and Gone with the Wind, from 1939. The Sourhern ser
ring, the costumes, even the physical appearance of Grayson and Keel, 
recall the period cosrume drama of Gone with the Wind, as does much of . 
rbe plot. Where rhe musical is an inherently celebratory for.m, the 
drama here foregrounds the loss of love and rhe passage of time. In rwo . 
counrerposed plots, Magnolia Hawks and Gaylord Ravena! fall in love, 
lose each other, and are reunited some years later; while Julie la Verne, 
the mulatto characrer played by Ava Gardner, is driven from rhe boar 
with her lover, is eventually deserted by him, and becomes an alcoho_lic. 

The film thus counrerposes two modes of rempotaliry: the kairos of 
song, a rime our of time, a moment of ecstatic intensity; and the chronrJi 

of rime passing, of ageing and loss. These modes are in one sense i~rer:. 
nal to the musical , where they rake the form of a tension berween the 
number, sranding outside of narrative time, and the passage of time in 
narrative; bur rhey also correspond to rhe difference berween rhe celebra
tory vitaliry of rhe musical and rhe rime-bound world of the drama -
between 'Saturday nighr' and 'Monday morning', as rhe Captain puts ir. 

Finally, music itself works in rwo rather different presentational 
modes in Showboat: on the one hand as public performance, integrated 
wirh dance and directly addressing an audience; on the other as a \ier
sion of private thought. Gaylord Ravenal's first song, or his duet with . 
Magnolia, 'Make Believe', are cast as the expression of a cons~iousrie'~s: 
which we can overhear but which is invisible and inaudible to 6thec 
characters; similarly, when the end of Warfield's rendition of '01' .Man 

River' coincides with the departure ar dawn of Julie and her lover 
Steve, driven away by a charge of miscegenation , the camera iden rifles 
her with the weariness expressed by the song, as rhough it were com
ing from wirhin her. The distinction berween these rwo modes o ver- . 
laps, although nor completely, with another between 'music-hall' sor1g · 

and dance rraditions , and what is called 'negro music', notably Julie's 
song, which Magnolia later makes her own, 'Can't Help Loving Thar 
Man of Mine'. 
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What I have been calling 'the musical', then, is not a unitary genre. 
Its core formal structure, the spectacle of the song-and-dance number, 
is modulated here by other functions, and its core aesthetic is chal
lenged by other structures of value involving dramatic realism and 
introspection. Altman notes that the film moves between the three 
major sub-genres of the musical: the fairy-tale musical, in which ' the 
creation of an imaginary kingdom creates ample opportunity to stress 
the transcendence of the real that characterises the musical as a whole 
in comparison to ocher Hollywood genres'; the show musical, which 
'maximises the genre's general expression of joy through music and 
dance '; and the folk musical, which 'plays up the togetherness and com
m unitarianism characteristic of rhe genre' (Altman 1987: 126). These 
sub-genres correspond to three distinct modes of formation of the cou
ple and the culrural plots rhey sustain : the restoration of order to the 
kingdom, the creation of a work of art, and the group's communion 
with itself and with the land; and to three kinds of fantasies of tran
scendence: being in another place (the fairy- tale kingdom), being in 
another body (the illusion of the stage), and being in another time 
(Altman 1987: 127). Split between these sub-genres, and between rhe 
genre as a whole and that of dramatic realism, Showboat is at once 
marked by generic heterogeneity and yet central to the tradition of the 
Hollywood musical. The intertexrual cues guiding our understanding 
of the logic of the film thus direcr us to several rarher different genres 
and sub-genres, and these coexist in a complex fusion . What the film 
'means ' to us is the sense that we make of this intersection of distinct 
points of reference. 

FIGURES OF GENRE 

The cues that alert us to what a text is doing are references to the text's 
generic frame, and they work by either explicit or implicit invocation of 
the structures and themes rhat we characteristically associate with that 
frame . Texts may also refer to other genres, either as something external 
to them, or by embedding them within their own overarching generic 
structure, as in the example, say, of a legal document embedded in a 
novel, or by means of cues which invoke different genres , in such a way 
that there is a tension becween them. 
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We could think of these references as transactions or negotiations 
between writer and reader, where 'writer' and 'reader' are understood as 
positions rather than, directly, persons. They are the ways in which texts 
seek co situate themselves rhetorically, to define and delimit their 
uptake by a reader - and, conversely, they are the ways in which readers 
make sense of these markers, and indeed notice them and respond to 
them in the first place. Textual cues are thus meracommunicarions , 
aspec ts of the text which somehow stand out as being also, reflexively, 
about the text and how to use it. They may stand out in very obvious 
ways, like the laugh track in a television sitcom ot the moral appended 
to a fable; ot they may merely be elements which seem to take on a pat
ticular weight in our reading, and so to be indicative of what kind of 
thing this is. What we notice reinforces our sense of the kind of rhing 
we' re reading, and this in rum activares for us the relevant ranges of 
information that we need in order to read it well . And part of this inf.or
mation has co do with the speech situation in which relations of reading 
are being negotiated. 

I wrote in Chapter 1 rhar genres have co do with the strategic work 
accomplished by texrs in particular circumstances; in Carolyn Miller's 
terms, genres are 'typified rherorical ace ions based in recurrent si rua
cions' (Miller 1994a: 31). Ross Chambers demonscrares this rherorical 
work by talking about how the 'point' of a story may vary when it is 
cold in different situations: his example is of'a "faggot" joke told by gay 
people among themselves, by straight people among rhemselves, by a 
straight person to a gay person and even, just conceivably, by a gay . 't'r
son to a straight person. In each of these cases, the significance of .the 
story is determined less by its actual content than by the point of .its 
being cold, chat is, the relationships mediated by the ace of narration ' 
(Chambers 1984: 3). The story is not just a thing said bur is also an act 
of enunciation which intervenes in, and in part constructs, a social i·~ l a~ 

cionship. 
Not all rexes work in such a direct way, however. Any text comm uni -

cared to an unknown audience, whether ir be a complex aesthetic text or 
an advertisement , a chain letter or a message in a bortle, must negot iate its 
relationship with strangers whose response it cannot fully gauge in 
advance. It must therefore strengthen those reflexive cues by which it sig
nals its strategic intentions, and one of the ways it may do this is by means 

.. 
~ . , ... 



116 GENRE AND INTERPRETATION 

of an internal 'modelling' of the whole text. literary narrative, Chambers 
argues, may thus include 'as part of its self-reference system 
specific indications of the narrative situation appropriate to it' (Chambers 
1984: 4): little models of speaker- hearer relations, figures of aesthetic com
munication. In more general terms, this means a reflexive modelling of the 
genre in which the text is working and of the forms of authority and plau
sibility which form the basis for its proposed contract with the reader. 

Yet such models may be misleading or ambiguous, not least because 
complex aesthetic texts, in particular, are rarely contained by the limits 
of a single genre. I want to conclude this chapter with an extended read
ing of a text - Goethe's 1809 novel Die Wahlverwandtschaften, usually 
translated into English as Elective Affinities - which does include such a 
reflexive generic model within it , but which actually works out a more 
complicated relationship with the genres it performs. 

The story of the novel is simply told: a wealthy baron, Eduard, has 
married Charlotte after both have had intervening marriages in the time 

since they first knew and loved each other. Into their world they invite 
Eduard's friend, the Captain, and then Charlotte's niece, Ottilie. Eduard 
and Ottilie fall in love; so too, in a more restrained way, do Charlotte 
and the Captain. When things come to a crisis Eduard leaves home and 
eventually goes to war as a soldier. In the meantime a child is born to 
Charlotte and Eduard. Eduard eventually returns ; the child is acciden
tally drowned while in Ottilie's care; Ottilie renounces Eduard, stops 
eating, and eventually dies ; and Eduard shortly follows her to the grave. 

This story is told in an even more schematic form by Eduard and the 
Captain when they are talking to Charlotte about the notion of affinities 
between chemical elements. Each element, they explain, has an adher
ence to itself and a relation of attraction or antipathy towards other ele
ments; yet through the mediation of a third element, antipathetic 
elements may be made to combine. When elements separate from 
an existing union in order to recombine in this way, one can talk of an 
'elective affinity', a relationship that is at once given in the order 
of things and yet in some sense 'chosen'; and when a fourth element is 
introduced, to pair with the 'divorced' elemenr, then 

one can actual-ly demonstrate attraction and relatedness, this as it 
were crosswise parting and uniting: where four entities, previously 
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joined together in two pairs, are brought into contact, abandon their 
previous union, and join together afresh . In this relinquishm~nt and · 
seizing, in this fleeing and seeking, one can really believe one is wit- . 
nessing a higher determination; one credits such entities with a 
species of will and choice, and regards the technical term 'elective 

affinities' as entirely justified. 

(Goethe 1971'. 55} 

The two men then illustrate this process with letters of the alphabet: 

Imagine an A intimately united with a B, so that no force is able to 
sunder them; imagine a C likewise related to a D; now bring the two 
couples into contact: A will throw itself at D, Cat B, without our bei ng· 
able to say which first deserted its partner, which first embraced th~ · 
other's partner. · -

(Goethe 1971 : 56) 

Not only is this, in a nutshell , the story of the adulterous liaison ar. 
the heart of the novel, it also exemplifies - and calls attention to~ o·ne o.f 
the book's narrative strategies, the reduction of human relationships i:o . 
formal patterning . Walter Benjamin comments , in his essay on the novel, 
on its 'parsimony of name-giving' and the peculiar 'namelessness' of the 
characters (Benjamin 1996: 303 ). In a sense, they all have the same 
name: Eduard 's birth name is the four-letter palindrome 'Otto', but he · 

has relinquished it in favour of his childhood friend, the Captain, whose 
name it is too. The German name 'Charlotte' is often abbreviated to 
'Lotte'; the second female character is Ottilie, and the child is - of course· 
- called Otto. The other, minor characters in the book are called either 
by their title - 'the Count', ' the architect', ' the schoolteacher' - or by ~ .... 
surname, Mittler ('mediator'), which is an allegory of their character. Ai: . . -
one level, then, the world of social differentiations is subordinated to 
another where identities are transformed or exchanged just as letters are . 

rearranged in a shifting equation. As the plot develops , first Eduard and. 
Charlotte discuss the possibility that their dosed relationship will bed is- ·. 

rupted by the introduction of a third and then a fourth term ; then 
Eduard and the Captain are drawn to each other and Charlotte ·is .. 
excluded; then the fourth term, Ottilie, is introduced into the equation . 
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and is paired first with Charlotte and then with Eduard; then Eduard and 
Charlotte, each in love with one of the outsiders , make love to each other 

in a union which is physically conjugal but emotionally adulterous; and 

finally the child is born bearing the features nor of its generic parents but 
of the other partners at the lovemaking, the Captain and Ottilie. 

In thematic terms, this formal patterning works on a number of dif

ferent levels, each of which is richly organised through sets of symbolic 
oppositions. The play of chemical or human elements works through 

processes of splitting and uniting; the older term for chemist, cited 
in the novel, is Scheidekiinstler, 'artist in division', a term which plays on 

the word for divorce, Scheidung, and on the notion of art as a process of 

bringing things together (as does metaphor) but also as a kind of vio
lence of the imagination. In its strongest sense, formal pattern is dehu

manising, belongs to the realm of the demonic. Eduard and Ottilie's 

relationship works primarily at this level: each gets headaches on, 
respectively, the right and left side; Ottilie responds strongly to mag

netism and to the pull of mineral deposits beneath the earth; when she 
copies a document her handwriting gradually becomes identical to 
Eduard's; even when she has moved into silence, 

[she and Eduard] exerted, as before, an indescribable, almost magical 
attraction upon one another. They lived beneath one roof, but even 
when they were not actually thinking about one another, when they 

were involved with other things , driven hither and thither by society, 

they still drew closer together. If they found themselves in the same 

room , it was not long before they were standing or sitting side by 
side. Only the closest proximity to one another could make them tran

quil and calm of mind, but then they were altogether tranquil .... 
Then they were not two people, they were one person. 

{Goethe 1971 : 286) 

Charlotte and the Captain, by contrast, are capable of moral restraint 
and self-sacrifice. When, in a boat on rhe lake, the Captain is carried 

away and kisses Charlotte, she only 'almost' returns his kiss, and in then 

deciding that they must renounce each other they exercise a rationality 
and a capacity for differentiation which is alien to the compulsive love of 
Ottilie and Eduard. 
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The world of the demonic , of the 'monstrous forces ' (Goer he t"/71: 

274) that drive the latter couple, is a world of attraction and ani:-iparby 

at a level deeper than the moral and the social. It is a world of random 
patterning , the quasi-chemical 'relationships' (or 'affinities') wh ich are 

beyond human control but which nevertheless seem like 'cho:ices"; a 

world of natural forces, of fate and of the omens in which Eduard so 
superstitiously trusts, of poetry and metaphor, and ultimarely ot de;ui1. 
This world is dominated by the symbolism of water - the 'uncerta in t:k' 

ment' (Goethe 1971: 110), the 'faithless intractable element ' (Goethe'. 

1971: 262) in which the child is drowned . But it is also the world of the 

imagination - a deeply ambivalent concept in this book because of its 
transcendence of human limits and human morality, as in the exrraorcJi

nary moment of conjugal adultery, when, 

in the lamplit twilight inner inclination at once asserted its rights , 

imagination [die Einbildungskraft] at once asserted its rights ov~r 

reality. Eduard held Ottilie in his arms. The Captain hovered back and 
forth before the soul of Charlotte. The absent and the present .were in 

a miraculous way entwined , seductively and blissfully, each with the 

other. 

{Goethe i 971: 106) 

The counter-world of social and moral order, by contrast , is ·domi
nated by the metaphor of gardening and the discourse of 'improvemem ' 

(that is, the landscaping of the estate and the renovation of the village, 

the graveyard, and rhe chapel), and is supported by several secondary 

discourses to do with education and with moral conduct. Ir is a lan· 

guage strikingly close to that of Jane Austen's Mansfield Park . Here the 

understanding is that forrn cannot be imposed on the natural world, but 

must emerge organically from it: as Charlotte puts it, ' if we are to enjoy 
our gardens they have to look like open country; there should be no evi

dence of art or constraint ' (Goethe 1971: 218). In this world, marriage 
is crucial to social order, as is continuity wich the past and its marking 
by due ceremonial. 

These thematic patterns are worked out , then , on a number of differ

ent levels, opposing nature to arr, the metaphoric ro the literal , passion 

to the social order, the limitless to social measure. Yer, as Tanner points our: 
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in reading the book we should beware of thinking that we are inter

preting a dimension of meaning of which the characters are unaware. 
It is the other way around. We become aware of the dimension of mean

ing that they inhabit. We are not interpreters; rather we are forced into 
a realisation of the hermeneutics within which the characters move 

and have their being. What we might, as readers, consider too obvi
ous, too significant, is a projection of the signifters by which the char

acters define their existence and beyond which they cannot see. 

(Tanner i 979: i 79-80) 

But if the novel's characters precede and represent us in elaborating 

this hermeneutics, these ways of making sense of the world, their activ
ity is in turn the effect of a particular way of ordering symbols along 

multiple metaphoric levels , and thus of a particular form of readabiliry 
built into the book's texture in order to guide us through it. It is the 

effect of the conventions of interpretability given by a particular generic 

frame. 
The book is subtitled 'a novel', ein Roman. Yet there are reasons for 

thinking that it might be written in accordance with more specific con

ventions. One of them is the existence of an embedded novella in Part 
Two, Chapter Ten . Die wunderlichen Nachbarskinder: Novelle ('The 
Wayward Young Neighbours: A Novella') is a tale told by the compan

ion of a visiting English lord, the man who has subjected Ottilie to 
experiments with magnetism. It tells the story of two children who 

grow up displaying a strong antipathy towards each other. The boy goes 
away, the girl becomes engaged to someone else. When the boy returns 

during the engagement festivities, however, the girl realises that her 

feelings towards him have changed; on a boating expedition she throws 

herself into the water in order to 'wed herself eternally to his imagina

tion and remorse' (Goethe 197 1: 240-1). The boy saves her and they 
declare their love for each other, having made their way 'from water to 

earth , from death to life, from the family circle to the wilderness, from 

despair to rapture, from indifference to passionate affection, and all in a 
moment' (Goethe 1971: 243). Dressed in borrowed wedding clothes, 

they then seek their parents' blessing . 
Clearly, this story takes up some of the novel's central themes: the 

play of antipathy and attraction, the transformative role of water which 
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here leads from death ro life rather than from life to death; the embedded 
novella is the comic version of the novel's tragedy, in the sense that ir 

concludes with the unity of discordant elements and with the weddi 1° 

of the young lovers. Yet it also models the novel 's narrative form. The 

genre of the novella - a genre elaborated in a very particular wa.y ·in 

eighteenth-century Germany, not least by Goethe - requires brevity and 
concision, a unity of action like that of drama, the subordination of 

character psychology to plot, a sense of inevitability, and the presen.ct: 
of a narrative voice. Now, with the exception of brevity, all of these 

structural features characterise Elective Affinities, and indeed it is iri pi.l rt 
the prompt provided by this novella that reminds us that the novel dces 

have a narrator, who betrays his presence only by an occasional phrase, as 
when he speaks of the selection that 'we' have made from the 'beloved' 

pages (ihrer liebenswurdigen Bliitter] of Ottilie's journal (Goethe 1971: 
163). We are reminded, that is to say, that this story is told by someone, 
from a certain moral perspective that we are not necessarily meant tO 

share. Yet at the same time the novella form which helps structure the 

novel imposes a kind of externality on the way we apprehend the charac

ters, a refusal of introspection which is reinforced by that 'namelessnes~;· 

of the central figures. Benjamin writes that Goethe 'ennobles (so re · 
speak) the form of the novel through that of the novella' by mea:ns of his 
' refusal to summon the reader's sympathy into the centre of the action 

itself ; and he adds: 

if the novel, like a maelstrom , draws the reader irresistibly into its 

interior, the novella strives toward distance, pushing every living ere~· 

ture out of its magic circle. In this way, despite its breadth , Elective 

Affinities has remained novella-like. In its effectiveness of express.ion : 

it is not superior to the actual novella contained in it. In it, a boundary 

form has been created, and by virtue of this fact it stands further 

removed from other novels than those novels stand from one 

another. 
(Benjamin 1996: 330). 

It is the visible exertion of narrative control, too , that results in. r.he · 
book 's strong sense of formal patterning, akin perhaps to the strucn:i.te .. . 

of Henry James's The Golden Bowl (1904) with its playing out of di~: . 
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permutations of the relations between rhe four main characters; or, in a 
very different way, imagined by the novelist Morelli in Corrazar's 
Hopscotch (first published in Spanish in 1963) as a series of interactions 
between characters without 'psychology ' and resembling those of 'chem
istry, electromagnetism, the secret flow of living matter' (Corrazar 
1966: 361-2). For Hillis Miller the novel's 'basic paradigm' is that 
'human relations are like the substitutions in metaphorical expressions' 
(Miller 1992: 171). Thar dimension of the novel which has ro do with 
the exploration of formal pattern parallels the thematic strand con
cerned with the necessity imposed by the contingent play of natural 
forces as they shift from one pattern of attraction and antipathy to 

another, and with the complicity of arr in this process. 
Yer the novella is nor the only internalised model of the overall rexr. 

Another, and perhaps equally powerful, embedded genre is the intimate 
journals of Ottilie. In one sense what these do is break rhe relenrlessly 
external perspective of the narrative in order ro convey a sense of the 
inwardness of character: this is a first-person narrative, a voice speaking 
in its own right . In another sense, of course, there is nothing particu
larly 'personal' about these journals: Ottilie confides no secrets, and they 
are largely, it seems, transcriptions from other texts of pious and often 
platitudinous moral aphorisms . Indeed, Benjamin argues that what is 
striking about the 'mute notations' of the journal entries is precisely 
their lack of interioriry, since Ottilie moves in a mythic rather than a 
moral sphere (Benjamin 1996: 337-8): she is driven by fare rather than 
by deliberation and decision. Hillis Miller writes of the way in which 
Ottilie fails to complete the metaphorical ratio in which she is the fourth 
bur asymmetrical term: she 'ruins the ratio' because 'she is an unidentifi
able final term, silent or absent'; she 'cannot be worked into a logical 
and transparent system of substitutions and displacements' (Miller 
1992: 21 2, 221). Yer the point nevertheless holds that what speaks ro us 
here is a purely private voice, one that escapes the omniscience of the 
narrator and releases us from his hold . And this voice, speaking to us of 
morality, piety, and decorum, is at the same rime the voice of that char
acrer above all in the novel who is given over to fate , ro silence, and ro 
the 'monstrous forces' of the natural world . 

Novel , novella, and journal correspond ro different modes of organi
sation of symbolic material. The form of this novel itself, I suggest, is 
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only in part 'novella-like'; it is, rather, an encompassing form, incorpo
rating and making direct use of a range of expressive possibilities bur 
nor reducible ro any one of them. The core of its generic srrucrure is its 
weaving together of the discursive range of the different genres it 
absorbs and transforms. To interpret any complex text of this kind is not 
merely an activity of deciphering textually inscribed meanings; it is, as 
well and more importantly, the act of understanding how those mean
ings are organised by high-level discursive structures such as those of 
genre, and of how the text may reflexively figure them. 

. ~ .· 
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SYSTEM AND HISTORY 

GENRE SYSTEMS 

Language, including the 'languages' of film or painting or music, makes 
possible the generation of a potentially infinite number of unique utter
ances. In practice, however, the utterances rhar we produce tend ro look 
similar in some but nor every respect ro other utterances; they are partial 
repetitions of a kind. This is to say that language is systemically organ
ised not only at the level of phonetics or syntax but also at rhe level of 
use . The production of speech or writing is not a free flow of utterances 
but is shaped and constrained by the norms of rhetorical appropriateness 
that I have called genre. As Todorov puts it, 'any verbal property, 
optional at the level of language, may be made obligatory in discourse; 
the choice a society makes among all the possible codifications of dis
course determines what is called its system of genres' (Todorov 1990: 10). 

It is important to be clear, however, about the sense in which rhe 
word 'system' can be used here. The 'system of genres' is neither closed 
nor stable, and indeed we should perhaps not speak of a single system. 

Rather, we could posit that there are sets of genre systems organised by 
domain, those of film or television or literature or architecture, for 
example; that they are open-ended; and that they are more or less con-
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stantly shifting and evolving. Indeed, it may be the case that there is 
not, or no longer, a single system of film genres or literary genres; there . 
may only be relatively disconnected sub-systems representing relatively 
disconnected organisations of value. If we can still speak of system, it is 

because genres are not positive classes, defined only by their salient 
features , but are defined in relational terms which distinguish these fea
tures according to their place and function: a television advertisement is 
not a programme, and has a range of markers such as length, speed of 
cutting, production values, and commercial punch-line that differenti
are it from programme segments; a newspaper editorial is differentially 
defined in relation to news stories or opinion columns; the milonga is 
and is not the same kind of musical form as the tango. We can identify a 
genre because we are at some level aware of other genres that it is not, 
and it is this relationship that is systemic. 

At the same time, the concept of system is a way of talking about the 
formal or informal hierarchies of value that operate in any period, such that 
the epic will be seen to outrank rhe ode, or the brand-name Hollywood 
art movie (a David Lynch, a Tarantino, a Coen brothers, say) outranks an 
anonymous teen movie. At their most formal, such systems amount to a 
kind of policing : the neoclassical criticism of rhe late seventeenth and 
early eighteenth centuries worked in this way to establish rigid norms 
which corresponded to and enforced a hierarchy of the literary genres; 
and Bann has analysed the hierarchy established in the early nineteenth 
century by the French Academy, working through the Salon jury which 
controlled exhibitions, between two broad genres of painting: the genre 
historique, comprising Biblical , historical, and mythological subjects, and 
the genre secondaire, comprising 'inferior subject matter such as land
scape, as well as works whose relatively small scale debarred them from 
being considered true history paintings' (Bann 2003: 501). This rank
ing was enforced through the academicians' control of rhe education of 
young art is rs and of the subjects offered for competition in the presti
gious Prix de Rome. Bann argues, however, that it is precisely the strict
ness of this policing of public display that opens the way for the 
Modernist break with the traditions of the Academy towards the end of 
the century, and so for the eventual formation of an alternative system.· 

Let me draw an analogy to try to clarify the sense in which genres of 
representation may be said to form a sys tem . The analogy is with the 
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different kinds of shop that make up the contemporary order of reta il
ing. I don 't mean actual shops, which are self-contained and fi xed in 
place, but the kinds of shop that we know and regularly use , and on the 
basis of which we disting uish actual shops . 

The first feature of shops to which I want to draw attention is chat 
they are more or less specialised, and that we know how to use them 
according to these specialisations: we buy meat from the butcher, not 
from the baker. But within these specialisations there are some cate
gories chat are central to the shop's function (books, for the bookshop) 
and others that are more marginal (compact discs, stationery, or coffee). 
This is to say that shops tend co sell a range of goods which are clus
tered around a semantic core ('bread', 'fresh produce', 'financial services', 
'women's clothing '), and others which are further away from this core. 
At the margins there may be considerable overlap. 

Shops differ in the degree to which this core category is well-defined. 
Some have very precise core functions: a women's clothing boutique 
doesn't necessarily sell underwear or pyjamas, but will usually sell 
dresses, blouses, jackers, and so on, and may or may not sell overcoats 
and accessories such as handbags or belts. A liquor store always sells 
spirits, beer, and wine, and may or may not sell cigarettes or cigars. A 
delicatessen sells preserved meats, cheeses, biscuits, and preserves: foods 
which are 'fine ' rather than the staples that one might buy in the gro
cer's shop. An electrical shop sells major and minor electrical appliances, 
as well as goods which are more accurately thought of as 'electronic', 
and perhaps including computers and digital cameras which one could 
also find in specialist computer or photography shops. 

Other shops have a much less clearly defined core. The hardware 
shop, which used to sell things defined as being made of metal ('hard'), 
now sells 'things for the maintenance of the home ' (tools, equipment for 
doing repairs), which may or may not be metallic; but it will not sell 
the contents of the home, such as furniture; it will sell curtain railings 
and pelmets but not the curtains themselves; it may sell garden cools or 
fertilisers, but probably not plants or flowers . And it is likely to sell a 
huge range of miscellaneous objects (tape, ironing boards, lighter fluid , 
candles) which have in common only chat they are of use in the home. 

Some shops are more miscellaneous still. The procotype is perhaps 
the small corner shop (or 'general store' or 'convenience store' or 'mixed 
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business'), historically derived from the older grocery and s~lling 

milk, bread, newspapers, groceries, fruit and vegetables, and perhaps 
some hardware; in resort rowns, such shops will also sell fishing or 
camping or sporting gear. Ocher examples would be the gift shop, 
where the category 'gift' mixes together and subsumes other cate
gories such as luxury food , clothing, furniture, or knick-knacks; and the 
discount shop, pound shop, or nickel-and-dime score, which similarly 
brings together clothing , minor electrical goods , stationery, cosmet
ics , and so on. 

These classes of shop are of course culturally specific. In the United 
States the drugstore has so differentiated itself from the older pharmacy, 
selling prepared medications , that it is now more like a general purpose 
store, selling a range of foodstuffs, cheap clothing, cosmetics, perhaps 
food and drink , and quire possibly no 'drugs ' at all other than alcohol 
and nicotine. In some countries one buys stamps from the Post Office; 
in many European countries one buys them from the tobacconist, who 
may also sell lottery tickers. Stationery is sometimes sold in a stationery 
shop, sometimes in a newsagent 's shop; and in some countries there 
is no such class of shop as the newsagency And yet the point is that we 
know where to go to buy what we need; or, if we're living in strange 
parts, we quickly find out . 

This varying and unstable division of functions between shops, 
then, is something like the distinction between genres, and indeed one . 
could , at a stretch, talk about 'genres' of shop. As with the genres of 
talk or of writing or of film or television, the division between kinds 
of shop is conventional and culturally specific, and has real effects O? 
our actions. It channels our behaviour, sending us here for some. pur" · 
chases, there for others, according to an understanding that all com
petent members of the community possess. This understanding 
is culturally learned : children 's books teach them about the butcher, the 
baker, and the candlesrick maker. It involves differential forms of 
decoration and signage which signal the shop 's function : in an older 
world these would be the barber's pole or the cigar-store Indian; 
today, it would be distinctive forms of naming, design and disp lay 
schemes . It involves a distinction between shops and cognate categories 
such as banks or restaurants, although takeaway restaurants blur ocie 
of these borders. And it is embedded in institutional and economic 
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structures such as rental agreements in shopping malls, zoning and 
licensing regulations, chains of distribution by wholesalers, and fran
chising contracts. 

Because they are culturally specific, however, these understandings 
are also fluid and changeable: the kinds of shop evolve, the mix of cat
egories is constantly changing. New genres of shop, new retailing struc
rures, evolve. Currently I notice the emergence of single-brand shops 
(Sony, Occitane), although these have existed in some form, in tailors' 
shops, for example, for a long time. The pharmacy, as I mentioned, has 
evolved, at different speeds in different countries, from selling prepared 
medicinal drugs to selling proprietary non-medicinal products, particu
larly cosmetics. The haberdashery has now almost completely disap
peared. Most powerfully, the department srore and the supermarket 
have displaced and recombined older, cellular forms in powerful new 
conglomerations, where clusters of the older kinds of shop have been 
subsumed within the new form while still often retaining their separate 
identiry: the delicatessen counter, the clothing department, and single
brand areas within it. Indeed, new functions continue ro evolve: my 
supermarket will now sell me home loans, car insurance, or even after
school ruroring for my children. 

The analogy, then, is manifold: shops, like genres, are cultural forms, 
dynamic and historically fluid, and guiding people's behaviour; they are 
learned, and they are culturally specific; they are rooted in institutional 
infrastructures; they classify objects in ways that are sometimes precise, 
sometimes fuzzy, but always sharper at the core than at the edges; and 
they belong ro a system of kinds, and are meaningful only in terms of 
the shifting differences between them. 

SYNCHRONY AND DIACH RONY 

At the time of writing this book the Gen,-eflecting website at www.genre
flecting.com (current 20.3.2005), designed primarily as a guide for 
librarians and booksellers, contains a sketch of two distinct literary 

genre systems. The first is that of what the site calls 'genre-specific 
fiction', on the assumption that the popular genres are in some sense 
more 'generic' than ' literary ficrion '. This system is made up of the 
following: 

Adventure/Suspense 
Christian Fiction 
Crime and True Crime 

Fantasy 

Historical 

Horror 
Mystery and Detection 

Romance 
Science Fiction 

Western 
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Romance - to take just one of these - is defined, following Ramsdell 
(1999), as 'a love srory in which the central focus is on the developrnenr 
and satisfacrory resolution of the love relationship between the two 
main characters, written in such a way as to provide the reader wi ·ch 
some degree of vicarious emotional participation in the courtship pro
cess', and it is in turn said to be made up of the following system of 

sub-genres: 

Contemporary 
(Basic Contemporary Romance, Women's Romantic Fiction , 
Soap Opera, Glitz and Glamour, Contemporary Americana) 

R(}fnantic Mysteries 
(Gothic, Romantic Suspense) 

Historical Romance 
(Hisrorical Novels, Romantic Hist?ricals, Period Romance , 
Sensual Historical and Sweet/Savage Romance, Western, Period 

Americana) 
Regency Romance 

(really a sub-genre of historical romance, but large enough rn 

warrant its own category) 
Alternative Reality R(}fnance 

(Fantasy, Futuristic, Paranormal, Time Travel) 

Sagas 
Gay and Lesbian R(}fnance 

lmpirational Romance 
Ethnic/ Multimltural Romance 
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The second major system defined by the site is entitled 'Beyond 
Genres', and is for those whose 'taste runs along more Ii terary lines'. It 
is made up of these genres: 

African American 
Children's Fiction 
Contemporary Maimtream 
Easy Reads 
Native American 
Recreational Nonfiction 
Teen Fiction 
Transborder (Latino) 
Women's Fiction 

Jewish American Fiction 

However idiosyncratic these categories may appear, and however 
specific to the United States, they clearly reflect both market distinc
tions and categories with which readers identify in deciding what co 
read. More importantly for my purposes, the division of the field 
(roughly between 'popular' and 'literary ' genres) is an indication of a 
systemic hierarchy of value that actually exists for a large group of 

contemporary readers . It throws an interesting light on the institu
tional structures by which such hierarchies are created and main
tained. 

Writing about the eighteenth-century Russian ode, Tynianov notes 
that the assignment of a text co a genre takes place only in relation to a 
particular generic system. What this means is that 'if a work is torn 

from the context of a given literary system, and transposed inro another, 
its colouring changes, it acquires other features, it enters another genre 
and loses its own genre, and in other words, its function becomes differ
ent' (Tynianov 2003: 565). This implication of the concept of system 
has been of central importance co the Russian Formalists, particularly co 
Tynianov, since it requires us co understand that texts do not have an 

identity with themselves: their forms of coherence and the funcrions 

they perform change as the system itself changes, and this systemic 
change in turn shifts the balance between the genres. What we think of 
as the 'same' text will change as it passes from one system co another, 
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either in its passage through time, and thus its introduction into very 
different contexts, or in its translation inro other systems. Thus w.hen 
the Shakespearean texts are read within the framework of European 
romanticism, they come co signify the barbaric lawlessne.ss of a more 
vital culture, and are placed on the same shelf as the mythical Celtic 
poet Ossian . When Charles Dickens's David Copperfield is rewritten (that 
is, re-read) by Dosroevsky's Crime and Punishment, or his Bleak House by 
Kafka's The Trial, the Dickens novels become something quite different 
from what they were: less cosy, more metaphysical in their implications. 
Western television advertisements broadcast inro Soviet-era Eastern 
Europe became a promise of capitalist plenty rather than a merely com
mercial form. 

Conversely, the continuity of a generic name may disguise. real di s
continuities in its content as it passes from one system co another._ H ere 
the classic case is perhaps that of the elegy. In ancient Greece and Rome 
the genre is defined metrically, by its use of the elegiac distich (the 
elegeion), a line of six dactylic feet followed by a broken pentameter of 
twice two-and-a-half feet built around a sharp caesura: 

In the hexameter rises the fountain's silvery column, 

In the pentameter aye falling in melody back-

- a line which, as Potts puts it, 'offers an opportunity for many sorts of 
doubling phrase co secure emphasis by repetition or contrast ' (Potts 
1967: 13). Its thematic content varies considerably, including exhortations 
co battle, commemoration of the dead, dedications at shrines , epigrams 
and political satire, and love poems. Although it was later linked tO 

the elegeia or elegos, the lament for the dead, this was never its exclusive 

function, and in Roman poetry, when it flares into new existence for 
the 50-odd years before the birth of Christ, the elegy has a very specific 
life as a kind of sardonic love poem. In the work of Gallus, TibuJlns, 
Properrius, and Ovid it draws on the Hellenistic lyric and on the 

New Comedy plot of the dissolute young man subjected to the whims 

of his courtesan mistress and in conflict with the older husband or pro
tecror; but its first-person speaker and the mode of ironic consciousness 
it embodies, together with its subversion of the values of Republic.an 
vin:ue, separate it quite dramatically from its predecessors (Miller 20()4 :4). 
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Wirh rhe rise of rhe European vernacular lirerarures rhe merrical 

form of rhe elegiac disrich drops away as rhe defining feature of rhe 
genre, to be replaced by a thematic definition having to do with mourn

ing. In English, rhis content has particular prominence in rhe funeral 
elegy of rhe sevenreenth century, and indeed Pigman argues that its 

popularity corresponds to a shift in attitudes towards mourning, 

in which 'an ideal of personal expression of grief begins ro replace criti

.cal self-restraint ' (Pigman 1985: 3). From this shift in the seventeenrh 

cenrury we can trace another in rhe eighteenth, in which the 'graveyard 
pc ~:ny' of Young 's 'Night Thoughts' (1742), Blair's 'The Grave' (1743), 

and Gray's 'Elegy Wrirten in a Country Churchyard ' (1751 ), 'by gener

alising the subject-matter of rhe elegy and freeing it from rhe confines 

of merely occasional verse, bridged rhe rransition berween the elegy 
proper . . . and rhe melancholy of nascenr Romanricism borh in England 

and on the conrinent' (Draper 1967: 4). What Draper maps here is a 
shift from the genre of the elegy to the elegiac mode. Morron Bloomfield , 

too ~ differentiates them, saying that ' in English, the elegiac mode is 
iargely, though not exclusively, rhe creation of the Romanric movement, 

and it has flourished from about 1750 ro today, when it has perhaps 

become the predominant mode and mood of lyric poetry'; it 'is not a 
genre but a mode of approaching reality' (Bloomfield 1986: 148). Mode 

here is a matter of tone - of reflective melancholy or sadness - whereas 
the elegy as a genre remains more specifically concerned with rhe act of 
mourning a particular person. 

At any one rime, a genre such as the elegy is a dynamic member of a 
b;:o<tder economy of genres - that is , of a set of forms which are differen

t! ~ ll y .related to each other. The funeral elegy of the seventeenrh cenrury 
is defined by its relation ro the epitaph, the anniversary, and the epicede 

or funeral ode, a group of genres addressing an occasion of mourning 
and having rhe funcrion of commemoration . At rhe same rime, this 

grou.P is a componenr of the broader system of poetic genres, and 
beyond rhar to the economy of literary genres (rhar is, of all rhe forms of 

t>.• ri.t:ing) as a whole: the elegy is both like and unlike the funeral ser

r.ion, for example. These economies, these systems of differential rela

tions, are worked out very differently in differenr periods . Take, for 
example, Frank O 'Hara 's elegy 'For James Dean' , written in September 

1955 in the week following the actor's death . Invoking the gods who 
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have indulged in 'your whim I of ending him', rhe speaker who begs 

peace for the 'young acror ' is also his spirit : 

Men cry from the grave while they still live 
and now I am this dead man's voice, 
stammering, a little in the earth. 

(O'Hara i974: 98) 

Yet this elegy is also a poem of denunciation of one of the domi
nanr instirutions of O 'Hara's time, just as Milton's 'Lycidas ' combines 

mourning with denunciation of the corruption of the church : attack

ing the machinations of the film industry, the poem is the negative 
counrerpart of O'Hara's upbeat ode 'To the Film Industry in Crisis' 

(1955) with its address not to the literary periodical nor the experi

menral theatre nor to 'Grand Opera, obvious as an ear (though you I 
are close tO my heart)' but to 'you, Motion Picture Industry, I it's you I 
love! ' (O 'Hara 1974: 99) . This is to say that the economy of genres 

invoked by O'Hara's elegy defines a meaningful relationship between 

literature, here in the knowingly archaic form of a prayer to the gods, 

and the movies, particularly the popular genres that O'Hara's camp 
sensibility embraces. Even more traditional, less ironically archaising 

elegies, like Auden's poems on the death of Yeats and Freud, with 

their respective reminiscences of Blake and Horace, still refer indi

rectly to other parts of the economy of literary and non-literary genres, 

and are internally shaped by it. 
Because of its shifting historical content, and thus because of its 

shifting relation to other genres within particular historical economies 
of genre, the elegy cannot be said ro have a fixed set of characteristics 

which is peculiar to it. It is a differenr kind of tbing at different times . 
Yet many critics have tried to establish such a core function which 

would characterise all representatives of the genre at all times, and allow 

us ro posit a continuity between its earliest and its most recent forms. 

Fowler notes that Scaliger suggests ' that the matter of love elegy is con
nected with that of funeral elegy by the lover's "death"' (Fowler 1982 : 

136). Farrell , seeking to establish a commonaliry between the Lat in love 

elegy and the elegy of lamentation, makes a similar, if perhaps more 

qualified, suggestion : 
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The elegists regularly brood on death, labeling their genre a poetry of 
lament. Of course, what they normally lament is not anyone's death, 

. but the fact that they themselves are living out their lives as slaves to 
love. But because the two notions of 'love' and 'death' share in the 
idea of 'lament', they are treated as if they were perfectly compatible, 
even equivalent, constituents of the genre. 

{Farrell 2003: 398) 

for Bloomfield the elegy is essentially an epideictic genre: a genre to 
do · with praise and blame, but particularly with the latter, since 
· ···praise" is the crucial and unifying notion, which brings together spir
ited military and love poems with lamentations for the dead ' 
(Bloomfield 1986: 155). And for Sacks, the rhetorical force of elegy as 
an acting-out of the work of mourning links its function as 'a poem of 
mortal loss and consolation ' (Sacks 1985: 3) to the earliest associations 
<£ the elegiac flute song with grief and lament. 

All of these answers seem to me to be projections from a contempo
rary ·understanding to that of other periods: they look for a continuity 
and a permanence which it is not in the nature of genres to offer. They 
t'riake the same category mistake as Etiemble does when he calls for 'a 
systematic study of the novels produced by civilisations far removed 
from our own' in order to 'help us demonstrate on the one hand the 
invariants of the genre "novel" ', i.e., those elements without which 
there is no novel, and on the other hand those characteristics of the 
geflre which arise more or less arbitrarily from the historical circum
~taoces' (Etiemble 1962: 206). Citing this sentence, Beebee comments: 
'It is impossible to separate the historically contingent from the acci
dental if one already decides a priori that roman, nove!a, romance, novel, 
and monogotari all refer to the same essence' (Beebee 1994: 125). Genres 
have no essence: they have historically changing use values. 

The novel is a useful case study here, because its most powerful theo
ris~s ; those who have achieved the most intense illumination of the expres

sive caµacities of the genre, have all bought their insights at the price of an 
e.,sentialisation of those capacities; they have removed the novel from its 

full historicity in order to grasp an unchanging core. of noveln.ess . 
Georg Lukacs's Theory of the Novel (1916) seems, indeed , to locate his
torical transformation at the heart of the novel form, taking as its start-
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ing point the coincidence of the structural categories of the novel with 
those of the modern world. As late as 1952, Lukacs reaffirms, in an 
approving summary of Hegel's theory of genre, his belief in the organic 
connection between the institution of genre and history: 

The forms of the artistic genres are not arbitrary. On the contrary, they 
grow out of the concrete determinacy of the particular social and his
torical conditions. Their character, their peculiarity is determined by 
their capacity to give expression to the essential features of the given 
socio-historical phase. Hence the different genres arise at particular 
stages of historical development, they change their character radically 
{the epic is transformed into the novel}, sometimes they disappear 
completely, and sometimes in the course of history they rise to the 
surface again with modifications. 

(Lukacs 1969: 118, my translation) 

The literary genre thus stands in an expressive relation to the histori
cal period, but it also expresses the tension between the given historical 
'form' (the structure of social life) and an ideal form laid down in the 
genre as an absolute possibility. The archetype of this ideal form is the 
epic, and the superiority of the epic to the other genres lies in its capac

ity for realisation of a fullness of meaning immanent in the world. No 
other narrative forms can do this, because of their historical estrange
ment from this plenitude. The novel, in particular, is a necessarily 
degraded form of epic narrative; in it, the discontinuity between person 
and social structure becomes a formal component of the text, above all 
through the use of ironic distance, and ' the immanence of meaning 
required by the form is attained precisely when the author goes all the 
way, ruthlessly, towards expressing its absence' (Lukacs 1971 : 72). 

What looks like an embrace of the historicity of formal structures is, 
then, in the last instance a mythical opposition between two ideal types: 
a fullness of befog in the epic, on the one hand, and on the other the 

problematic world of lack and estrangement that is the novel. The analysis 
of formal structures that flows from this opposition - the novel's quest 
structure, the tension between a meaningful interiority and the senseless 
world outside, the role of irony, the negative role of time in the novel -
postulates a constant form that corresponds to the ontology of modernity, 



136 :>Y.STEM AND HISTORY 

.or, in class terms, of the bourgeoisie; it is an invariant and indeed nor
mative form, structured by its negative relation to the epic, and it is 
perhaps for rhis reason that, when the novel form mutates, in the work 
of Dostoevsky, beyond a recognisably 'epic' structure, Lukacs charac
. cerises it as being no longer truly novelistic. 

As I noted earlier, a similar definition of the diversity of the novel 
form against an invariant counterpart - in this case the monologic 

··s::ructure of poetry - works to essencialise the novel in the writings of 
· Bakhtin: the novel comes to work as a principle of heteroglossia, of the 
· play of heterogeneous voices , and co the extent that it is split berween 

designating a genre and a mode, denoting 'not only the relatively deter
minate literary form but also the generalised aura and ethos of that 
form' (McKeon 1987: 12), it stands as a trans-historical force . 

. Other accounts of the novel likewise posit a moment of origin that 
l:ornes co define its core expressive capacity. Ian Watt 's definition of the 
·formal realism' that he takes to be at the heart of the genre is developed 
on the one hand in relation tO a set of 'external' conditions: the individ
ualistic bourgeois subject form, the growth of mass literacy; and on the 
ocher by the genre's separation from, and absorption of, a range of non
literary genres such as the aucobiographical memoir and the intimate 
letter. The assumption is that the moment of constitution of the genre 
esrablishes its essential characteristics, which then continue to be opera
tive in all of the later life of the form. For McKeon the shaping of the 

·riovel as 'an early modern cultural instrument' (McKeon 1987: 22) with 
·· an 'unrivalled power both co formulate, and to explain, a set of problems 
· .that are central to early modern experience ' (McKeon 1987: 20) is deci

.sive for its later development precisely because of the persistence of that 
experience of modernity which the novel helped co initiate. And for 
Armstrong it is the relation of the novel form to the women's conduct 
boo.ks of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries that sets it, from 
Richardson onwards, on its path of actively shaping class relations by 

· c!isplacing them into matters of kinship and of ethical conduct. 

Bur stories of origins need not stop there. They can instead be stories 
·about the intertextual work by which the genre shapes and re-shapes itself 
.in an ongoing and open-ended process. This shaping and re-shaping takes 
place, of course, in relation to changes elsewhere in the social order, but we 
should construe this not as a relation of exteriority, in which 'the social' 
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over rhere has effects on 'literature' over here. Armstrong 's exposition of the 
social force of 'domestic fiction' is exemplary in this respect: the novel, in 
her acconnc, is directly formative of the world chat it describes (Armstrong 
1987: 8). It is itself a social relationship, a 'discinccive sphere of social 
action' (Bennett 1990: 108). If we accept that the form and the function of 
genres change constandy, then we need to nnderscand both the continuities 
and the discontinuities in what is designated by a generic label such as 
'novel' or 'elegy', as well as the variant constitution of the systems within 

which genres function as 'particular, socially circumscribed fields of textual 
uses and effects· (Bennett 1990: 105 ). 

GEN RI FICATION 

In thinking about genre as a process it becomes important to think about 
the conditions chat sustain ic: the institutional forces that govern the 
determination and distribution of classification and value. Genres emerge 
and survive because they meet a demand, because they can be materially 
supported, because there are readers and appropriate conditions of 
reading (literacy, affordable texts), writers or producers with the means to 
generate those texts, and institutions to circulate and channel them. 

These things are often clearer when we talk about the popular genres 
of capitalist modernity, since we accept that they are industrially pro

duced, whereas the conditions of production and reception of self
consciously 'aesthetic' texts are often obscured. Here I want to look 
briefly at Rick Airman's work in Film/Genre on the process of what he 
calls 'genrification' of Hollywood movies, since this goes to the heart of 
the question of the constitution of genre systems in a complex interplay 
of institutional faccors. 

Altman begins by taking exception co the notion that film genres 
have an objective existence apart from the mechanisms, institutions, and 
communities that give them life. That is their existence, he argues: the 
processes by which they come and go. Rather than accepting the stan

dard view of genres as having a stable existence, distinct borders, and a 
regular and predictable development shaped largely by the film indus
try's calculations of what it is that audiences want, Altman tells a much 
messier story about the prevalence of genre-mixing in the Hollywood 
studio system and the slow and uncertain emergence of the substantive 
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ge11res . · By srudying the way three genres - the musical, the w·estern, 
anJ the biopic - come into being he is able to show that each of these 
labels emerges rather lace after a period in which the genre term is used 
only adjectivally: 'Before the Western became a separate genre and a 
household word, there were such things as Western chase films, 
Western scenics, Western melodramas, Western romances, Western 
adventure films, and even Western comedies, Western dramas and 
·\X-'estern epics' (Altman 1999: 52). 
·. · -In the movement by which such adjectival terms acquire the status 
of ·nouns ('rhe Western'), a number of distinct reading positions come 
irl~o · play. Crucially, the studio personnel - producers, accountants, 
directors , writers - who make che decisions about what kind of movies 
to make are acting as readers or critics of successful preceding films; 
their activity is more often than not one of recombination of elements 
chat ·have worked before, of the 'Out of Africa meets Pretty Woman' type 
ho~efolly suggested in the writers ' pitches ar the beginning of Robert 
Altman 's .The Player. The process of genrificacion by which genres 
emerge as 'industry standards ' (Aleman 1999: 47) begins with chis act 
of reading and is then consolidated through a broad industry acceptance 
of it - usually an acceptance that is manifested in imitation and further 
development - and through a process of public reception in which 
'the public, whether self-consciously or not, (has] to become so aware of 
the structures binding disparate films into a single generic category that 
the:process of viewing would always be filtered through the type con
Ct>ot' (Altman 1999: 53). 
. • Yet this is not the end of the story: change and transformation do not 

end with the emergence of an identifiable genre, since genre is 'not the 
permanent product of a singular origin, but the temporary by-product of 
an ongoing process' (Altman 1999: 54). And while it is the case that gen
res- help structure studio thinking about the making of films, there 
are several other ways in which the studios, which are usually seen as the 
prima1:y agents in the development of film genres, actually think in 
•-tuite different terms . First, it is not the case that studio publicity makes 
a targeted use of genre concepts, since it tends rather to invoke multiple 
genres when advertising a new movie in order to attract diverse audiences; 
and second, studios tend to work with cycles, series, remakes, and sequels, 
and to publicise films through the figure of the star and sometimes the 
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director, rather than genres, since the former are proprietary rather than 
sharable. Their preference is for the singularity of the brand name rather 
than the socially shared form of genre (Airman 1999: 59). 

Yer cycles and series rend in turn to become genres, as in the case of 
the 'woman's film ' , for example, and the names of stars come to work as 
a shon:hand for the genres in which they work: Bogart and noir - if 
indeed we can think of noir as a genre. To say that apparently stable 
genre names are often retrospective impositions on the messy processes 
-0f genrificarion is merely to say that the categories of genre are subject 
to constant redefinition . Genre is performed in the activity of reading, 
and reading has different kinds of authorisation and authority. Film pro
ducers are in one sense privileged readers because their readings get 
turned inco new products; but so, in another sense, are audiences, 
because their responses to movies determine which films will get made, 
or will not gee made, in the future . Critics in turn, as that part of the 
audience that writes about its reading, exercise a certain institutional 
power in this often conflictual dialectic of reading positions which 
shapes the movement and the mutation of genres . Genre takes place in 
the interplay of readings and of the social force they carry. 

TEACHING GENRE 

Just as texts are never one-of-a-kind but are always the partial repeti
tions of a kind, so reading is never simply an individual act , although it 
is always that . We read and look and listen in ways that are shaped by 
our experience and our education. These shapings are regular: we read, 
listen, view, and evaluate in rough accord with the age group, the gender, 
the ethnicity, the class, and the educational level we belong to, and these 
variables have different force in different semiotic domains. Age, for 
example, is the crucial factor in what music we will listen to, and this is 
then inflected by education and gender; gender and education are the 
crucial factors governing what we read, and so on (Bennett et al. 1999). 

The concept I have used in earlier books ro describe how these regu
larities are formed is that of the regime of reading. By this I mean simply 
the shared competencies, norms, and values that govern how we read 
and the kinds of value we attach to books or films or music (cf. Frow 
1986: 185-7 for a somewhat more complex formulation) . It is through 
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our. learning of the structure of reading regimes char we acquire the 
background knowledges, and the knowledge of rules of use and rele
vance, that allow us to respond appropriately co different generic con
~_exts. ~ny complex society sets in play a number of different regimes 
w.h;_~h give rise to different patterns of reading: within an overall literary 
or filmic or visual arts regime we could distinguish between 'popular' 
a!Jd 'educated' regimes, for example, or between 'masculine' and 'femi
nine'. regimes, each of which would yield rather different emphases and 

different structures of interest. Some genres are more or less exclusive to 
one regime: the contemporary romance to a 'feminine' regime of read
~ng_ , s?.y. Others are common to several but are read in rather different 
wa,is: The Simpsons is both a popular text and a cult text within the more 

rd1exive regime of high culture. 
Regimes of reading are structured and sustained by social institu

tions, some of them very informal, such as talk with friends about what 
we read or view, or indeed about talk itself; others, such as fan maga
zines or music websites or book reviews or a school curriculum, are 
much more formal. Some involve discussion; others, such as library 
classifications or television time slots or the arrangement of paintings 
: n a museum, are sorting mechanisms which carry implicit orderings 

oC: value . 
' · formal education is one of the most important means by which 

rf°g imes of reading are inculcated, sustained, and at times contested or 
c;·ualified. Children learn in school, without ever being explicitly taught 
it , about the socially sanctioned division of knowledge and the generic 
differences and differences of value that accompany it; textbooks present 
th~mselves, in generically specific ways, as apparently 'autonomous and 
cootexi;-free repositories of factual information ' (Haas 1994: 43, cited in 
jP.hns L997: 47); students are taught how to perform such genres as the 
essay, the multiple-choice exam, the classroom discussion, the debate; 
and .they learn through explicit metacommentary about certain privi
leged genres such as those of literature and film . What this means is 
that ' the teaching-learning activities of schools are really curriculum 

g.:rires: staged, goal-driven, purposive activities, in which students are 
initiated into ways of working, thinking and dealing with experience' 
(Christie 1993: 15 5 ). Before it is an explicit object of analysis, genre in 
l::e school is a medium of instruction. 
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This should surely be the starting point for all teaching of genre 
in formal educational institutions. Reflexive analysis of genre involves, in 
the first instance, a critical reflection on the means and the medium 
of teaching and the culturally particular division and organisation of 
knowledge that are carried by these means. Although many of the cur

riculum genres are cross-disciplinary and carry information primarily 
about the teaching process, the disciplines themselves tend to be con
veyed in generically particular forms, as I indicated in my brief and 
schematic analysis in Chapter 4 of the genres of philosophy and hisrnry. 

What we can teach is the values built into such genres: what counts 
as evidence and proof; how space and time, events and their actors, are 
organised; the structures of authority and plausibility carried by the 
genre. What can be taught is thus not just a set of formal structures but 
the backgrounded knowledges that inform and shape them; and not an 
amorphous body of knowledge or personal experience but the conven
tional forms that they take in particular contexts. 

But the teaching of genre may also take the form of instruction in 
the practice of genre, especially in writing programmes in secondary 
and tertiary education . Some of these programmes work as a comple
ment to other kinds of learning, teaching a general academic literacy 
focused on a few genres like the report and the research essay, and gener
ally envisaging genre as a fixed model to be emulated and reproduced. 
Others are less functional in their orientation, teaching the open-ended 
exploration and use of a range of genres, and more concerned wich the 
dynamic nature of textuality than with conformity to a model. 

The teaching of genre as a strategically central moment of literacy 
teaching developed in Australia in the 1990s and shared close parallels 
with the 'New Rhetoric ' in the United States. It represents a response 
both to the 'traditional literacy pedagogies which stress formal co.rrect
ness' and to the 'process' pedagogies of the 1970s 'which stress "natu
ral" learning through "doing" writing' (Cope and Kalantzis 1993: 1). It 
is the latter, however, that forms the ground against which genre liter

acy teaching situates itself. The progressivist movement from which 
'process ' writing is derived is seen as having initiated 'a relativistic 
theory of cultural and linguistic pluralism' (Cope and Kalantzis 1993: 5) 
which devalues formal structure and thus impoverishes learning itself: 
"'Natural" literacy learn[ng ... leads to a pedagogy which encou.rages 
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students to produce texts in a limited range of genres, mostly person

. alisecl recounts . This is why the texts generated in the process writ ing 
. classroom ("choose your own topic"; "say what you feel like saying") 

·often end up monotonous and repetitive' (Cope and Kalantzis 1993: 6). 
· . I.n reaction to this failure (a reaction which they would distinguish, 

however, from the conservative backlash that calls for a return co 
'basics '), the practitioners of genre literacy seek to retain formal 

metalanguages as a way of giving students access co a full range of genres, 

i[1 aU- their complexity, and hence to the social purposes of texts-in-µse. 

·G~i:ireis a privileged object because of its mediation between social and 

·textual scructure: 'Social patterning and textual patterning meet as gen

tes' (Cope and Kalanczis 1993: 7). But it is privileged as well in chat it 
moves beyond the divorce that traditional grammar institutes between 

ch·e structure of the sentence and its purposive use in social situations. 

Hence the distinctive methodology of genre literacy : 

Starting with the question of purpose, analysis of the text proceeds by 
looking at the structure of the whole text. Only then does it account 

. for the progress of the whole text in terms of what happens in sen

tences and clauses .. .. Genre analysis is concerned primarily with 

· .. whole texts and their social functions . Sentence and clause analysis is 

only performed in order to explain the workings of the whole text and 

how it realises its social purpose. 

(Cope and Kalantzis i 993: 10) 

· . U seful as chis emphasis on the 'whole text' is, however, as a way of 

talking about the meaningful and purposive organisation of discourse, it 
nevertheless rests on two doubtful assumptions: that texts are whole and 
unitary things, rather than being parts of a broader intercextual process; 

and that they have or express a singular 'purpose', something akin to 
the 'intention ' of their author. Reid identifies three problems with the 

assumption of textual unity : 

(1) in so far as generic models do govern particular acts of construct

, . . ing meaning they may be quite different from the traditional models 
designated by literary taxonomists; (2) several different and even con

tradictory generic elements frequently mingle in a text; (3) since a text 
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is an exchange of meanings, its genre is to some extent negotiable 
between author and reader, not simply dictated by the former . 

(Reid i984: 59) 

Thus, he continues, the problem with invoking genre as a unifying 

frame 'is that many texts are formally promiscuous : they fold into them
selves a mix of diverse registers without resolving these into a fully 

cohesive "whole", and indeed the resistance co being generically 

homogenised may be a large factor in their appeal co readers' (Reid 
1984: 61) . 

These criticisms are part of a broader debate amongst theorists and 
practitioners of genre Ii teracy about whether genres should be formally 

modelled, and thus act as norms which students should emulate, or 

whether teaching should emphasise the dynamic nature of textuality 
and move beyond a merely instrumental approach co genre (cf. 

McCarthy and Carter 1994: 28). In a sense, however, this is a false oppo
sition, depending on a prior understanding of genre as a fixed and law

like taxonomy; it assumes chat textualicy and structure are opposed to 
each ocher, rather than seeing cextualicy as an effect of structure which 

in turn transforms it. Threadgold suggests chat we muse think in terms 

of a dialectic between these two moments, and thus ' teach the interper

sonal and textual characteristics of genres, the probabilistic, dynamic 
aspects of their performance as well as their schematic structures' 

(Threadgold 1989: 108). We might add chat these two moments can 
also be thought of as stages in a learning process . 

Some theorists of genre literacy, in attributing to it a critical and 

transformacive potential, seem co me co overestimate the capacity of the 
schooling system to effect social change. Kress, for example, argues chat 
che aim of genre literacy teaching has been ' to bring about greater possi

bilities of access to the resources and the technology of literacy, and, 
through greater access, to bring abom some of the conditions for a 

redistribution of power in society ' ; he thus feels that 'a quite revolution

ary program might be built on the attempt to give everyone access to 

literary skills and knowledge in the fullest sense' (Kress 1993: 28-9). 
Yet he worries, at the same time, that 'the powerful genres of the domi
nant cultural group(s) will be taught in an unreflecting fashion, as if 

they were a politically, socially and ideologically neutral sec of forms, as 
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a kind of universal commonsense' (Kress 1993: 30). If srudents are tO be 
integrated into rhe dominant social groups (that is, to acguire some part 
of the power that is currently held restrictively) they will surely need ro 

. use those 'powerful genres ' in the way that the powerful use them ; and 
in ~ny case the idea that 'access ro literary skills and knowledge ' will by 
itseif transform the social order seems implausible. 
. Yet, in another sense, the teaching both of a critical knowledge about 

genres and of the abi lity ro perform a diverse range of genres is central 
ro a critical understanding of and engagement with the social order. 
Gen·res carry and organise their culture and fashion our sociality in the 
.broadest.sense. As Carolyn Miller puts it: 

. ·.-, r 

What we learn when we learn a genre is not just a pattern of forms or 
even a method of achieving our own ends. We learn, more impor
tantly, what ends we may have ... . We learn to understand better the 
situations in which we find ourselves and the potential for failure and 
success in acting together. As a recurrent , significant action, a genre 
embodies an aspect of cultural rationality. 

(Miller 1994a: 38) 

. . Let me conclude on this note: what we learn, in 'doing ' genre (in per
forming and transforming it), is the values we share or don't share with 
.·ochers and the means with which ro challenge or defend them. Through 
· the use of genres we learn who we are, and encounter the limits of our 
world . 

GLOSSARY 

Citation The shifting or displacement of a piece of unmodified 
text from one context to another. 

Class A group of entities of the same kind, where sameness is 
measured by a specific criterion defining membership of the class. 

Context Any environment in which a text is situated . Context may 
itself be textual, or it may be non-textual, and it is delimited 
according to interpretive need. 

Decorum The codes governing the fit between a stylistic level of 
utterance and a thematic content. Neoclassical theory thinks of this 
relation as that between two pre-formed structures (a style and a 
content); we would now be more likely to think of this as a forma
tive process: the 'humble speech' (sermo humilis) of the New 
Testament, for example, discursively constructs rather than reflects 
the kind of world it describes . 

Dialogic Bakhtin's term to designate the 'addressivity' that struc
tures all uses of language: that is, the way all language is formed 
in relation to other (actual or potential) utterances, and thus its 
sensitivity to the positions and perspectives of other speakers. 
Some language works to reduce this responsiveness , however, and 
Bakhtin refers to it as monologic, although this is a matter 
of degree since no language is ever completely free of its relation 
to other utterances. The concept of dialogism also has ethical and 
political overtones of openness to other positions and perspec
tives. 

Discourse, discourse community, discursive formation, discursive 
practice The concept of discourse refers to three distinct levels 
of instantiation of language: first, as I use the term in this book, it 
refers to the organisation of language with reference to the posi
tions of speaking or writing and of reception that it makes possible, 
the topics and discursive objects it puts in circulation, and the 
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·st~ategic uses to which it may be put in particular kinds of situation; 
second, it refers to language from the perspective of its actual use 
arid in contrast to the system of lexical and grammatical rules (in 
this sense it could also be termed a discursive practice) ; third , 
when it is specified as 'a' discourse , it refers either to an organised 
.domain of meaning, or to the actualisation of that domain in spo

_. kt>:n or written text (these are the senses it has in Foucault's work). 
:When Foucault speaks of a discursive formation, he emphases its 
heterogeneity: it is made up, in addition to language, of bodies, 
.speakers, organised space, actions, beliefs, norms and values, and 
institutions. The concept of discourse community has been elabo
rated in the New Rhetoric movement to refer to the fact that organ
ised structures of meaning and value are sustained by groups 
whose members recognise, use, and renew them. 

Dithyramb An extended Greek choric hymn celebr_a~ing the acts 
of the god Dionys ius . Only fragments of the early religious form of 
the dithyramb survive; the best known exponent of the later, aes
thetic form is the poet Pindar, writing in the fifth century before the 
Christian era . 

Enunciation, position of enunciation The term refers in the first 
instance to the act of speaking or giving utterance, in contrast to 

·:hat which is spoken or uttered, and is modelled on the elegant 
French opposition of the enonciation to the enonce. Less literally, it 
refers to the structure of this act, and to the positions of speaking 
and receiving a message that organise this structure. 

Essentialise To assume a set of fixed and unchanging character
istics. 

Figure, figuration, figurative, figural A figu_re is any us~ of lan
guage that deviates from a norm of literal _directness . This nor~ 
is eritirely fictive, but nevertheless productive of our sense of dif
ferences in degree between directness and indirectness in lan
gua.ge, and of the strategies of translation we use to interpret 
figurative language . The term figure may also refer to a. mod
elling of one entity by another, and the figural has to do with the 
model of the human form or person as well as with figures of 
speech . 

•' 
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Form, formal features The concept of form designates those 
aspects of a text which are recurrent as opposed to those which 
are singular. It is a relational concept: every formal feature is at 
another level an aspect of 'content', and every 'content' can be 
thought, from another perspective, as a dimens ion of form. As I 
use it here, it refers primarily to those elements of a text which 
recurrently shape the material medium of the text and the 'imma
terial' categories of space, time, and enunciative position - that 
is, the most fundamental categories through which the text is 
organised . 

Frame A metaphor drawn from the material frame surrounding a 
picture to designate the boundary surrounding and organising any 
limited piece of information. The frame in this sense gives struc
ture to the delimited text and at the same time situates it in mean
ingful relation to a context which is other than the text. The frame 
is thus both a part of the text and other than it, ambiguously medi
ating and defining an inside and an outs ide. 

Heteroglossia Bakhtin 's term for the orientation of language to 
a multiplicity of other languages. Although it is similar in mean
ing to dialogism (q .v.), the latter tends to refer to the relation of 
one utterance to another, whereas heteroglossia tends to refer to 
the responsiveness of an utterance to larger structures such 
as genres, language varieties and dialects , jargons, styles, and so 
on . 

Horizon of expectations Jauss's term, developed from the phe
nomenological philosophy of Husserl , to designate the struc
tured set of knowledges and values that form the background 
understanding for any reception of a text. This background 
understanding is not merely a resource to be drawn on, but 
actively structures what we are able and likely to perceive in the 
reading of a text, and, just as importantly, what is likely to be cul 
turally invisible to us . 

Iconography The term designates both knowledge about the con
ventional meanings of images and their themes , and those con
ventional mean ings themselves , which is the way I use the term 
here; in th is sense it resembles the concept of the literary topos. 
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Implication, implicature In formal logic, implication is a relation 
between two propositions such that if the first holds, so does the 
sec.bnd . The second proposition is said to be logically entailed 
by the first. Grice's concept of implicature refers to the meanings 
of an utterance that go beyond what is strictly implied by the co11-
tent of the utterance; it corresponds to what I and other ordinary 
speakers of English refer to as implication. 

information In mathematical information theory, information is a 
. mea5ure of the degree of organisation, complexity, and probability 
of a message: the greater its probability, the less information it car
/ies. Complex messages are likely to be highly entropic (that is, 
'disorganised' in the sense of being highly unpredictable) and thus 
to have a high information content. Messages with a high degree 
of redundancy (recurrent patterning), by contrast, will have a low 
information value. As I use the term in this book, 'information' 
refers to any organised knowledge about the world. 

Institution Any socially established entity carrying a weight of 
authority because of its duration over time. 

intertextuality The elaboration of a text in relation to other texts. 
The radical import of the concept in contemporary criticism has to 
do with its implication that, rather than being self-contained and 
self present structures, texts are traces and tracings of otherness, 
shaped by the repetition and transformation of other texts . 

f<airos and chronos I take these terms from Kermode (1966: 
1.6-50), who uses them to distinguish between the empty succes
sion of moments in passing time (chronos) and the fullness of 
time, the time of significant change or crisis that is kairos. 

Keying Goffman's term, based on a musical analogy, to indicate 
a shift or transcription of a behaviour from a primary usage to 
a secondary usage, such as play or art. He defines it more pre
cisely as 'the set of conventions by which a given activity, one 
already meaningful in terms of some primary framework, is trans
formed into something patterned on this activity but seen by the 
participants to be something quite else' (Goffman i974: 43-4) . 
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Knowledges Following Foucault's usage, I employ this word in 
the plural in order to indicate that knowledge does not form a uni
fied totality but is differentiated by conventional divisions into dis
tinct but overlapping spheres. 

Language game Wittgenstein's term for certain kinds of organi
sation of discourse is meant to indicate 'the fact that the speaking 
of language is part of an activity, or of a form of life'. The examples 
he gives are partly speech acts and partly genres; they include such 
things as: 

Giving orders and obeying them -

Describing the appearance of an object, or giving its measurements -

Constructing an object from a description (a drawing) -
Reporting an event -

Speculating about an event -

Forming and testing a hypothesis -

Presenting the results of an experiment in tables and diagrams -
Making up a story; and reading it -

Play-acting -

Singing catches -

Guessing riddles -

Making a joke; telling it -

Solving a problem in practical arithmetic -

Translating from one language into another -

Asking, thanking, cursing, greeting, playing. 

(Wittgenstein 1968: l l-12) 

Literature, the literary A relatively recent term, coinciding around 
the end of the eighteenth century with the autonomisation of art 
(that is, its shift from systems of patronage to the impersonality of 
the market), and designating a valued body of secular writings; 
more narrowly, these writings are restricted to 'imaginative' texts . 
In a broader sense, the term refers not only to a body of texts but 
to the social relat ions that sustain it and the institutional struc
tures in which they are embedded. 
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Met~language, metageneric, metacommunication The prefix 
'meta ' indicates information which refers from a higher logical 
levei . to information at a lower logical level. Metalanguage is lan

ft~.ige referring to language, and so on. 

Modality The ind ication by a speaker of his or her assessment of 
the validity of what is said: by the use of such grammatical means 
as auxiliary verbs or qualifying adverbs, a proposition is charac
terised as being true, necessary, desirable, possible, known, 
believed ; permissible, and so on. Logicians distinguish between 
the following kinds of modality: a/ethic, having to do with truth, 
necessity or possibility; epistemic, expressing my knowledge of 
-.yhat I am saying; doxastic, expressing my belief; deontic, having 
~.o do with obligation or permission; and boulomaeic, expressing 
my desires or preferences in relation to the proposition. The tense 
of the verb is sometimes counted as a form of modality. 

Modernity Apparently a period concept, 'modernity' is a way of 
'-~n ~tructing the distinctiveness of the post-tradit ional world. It is 
th~fbroader than the concept of capitalism, although it is roughly 
coextensive with it. Its binary construction in relation to the tradi
tional means that the concept tends to impose both a periodising 
unity and a normative value on the heterogeneous historical mate

rials it incorporates. 

Multiplicity As I use it here, the word carries overtones of its 
Deleuzian meaning of an open-ended plurality which is not 
reducible to the total ity either of the One or of the Many; multiplic

ityis number without closure. 

Neoclassical (theory) The forms of normative poetics that flour
ts h-ed in Europe from about 1650 to the late eighteenth century. 
Drawing on Aristotle, Horace, Cicero, and Quintilian, such critics 
as Dryden, Boileau, Batteux, Rapin, Voltaire, Addison , and Johnson 
sought a systematic understanding of the 'rules' of poetic compo
sition, including an understanding ·of the rule-governed nature of 

the i1terary genres. 
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New Comedy Comedies of manners and of the complications of 
love, and performed without a chorus, the New Comedy is repre
sented by the work of the Athenian Menander and the Romans 
Plautus and Terence. 

Old Comedy Represented only by the surviving works of 
Aristophanes, the Old Comedy of Athens is performed with a cho
rus, revolves around topical political concerns, and is loosely struc
tured as a form of burlesque and often bawdy slapstick humour. 

Ontology The nature of a thing's being, the mode of being which 
is distinctive of it; an ontological domain is any area of being 
which is in some way circumscribed as distinctive. 

Overdetermination Freud develops the concept to describe the 
logic of complex or multiple causalities: for example the fusion of 
several different thought-contents in a dream image. 

Performative Performative speech acts, as Austin defines them, 
are those utterances which bring about a state of affairs by virtue 
of the act of utterance: the words ' I marry you ' or 'I declare war', 
when pronounced under the appropriate circumstances by some
one with the authority to perform these acts, bring about a mar
riage or a state of war. In contemporary theory the concept of the 
performative often refers more generally to the capacity of lan
guage, or other representational media, to constitute the realities 
they refer to. 

Poetics The attempt to construct a systematic account of verbal 
art forms; by extension , any systematic account of organised textu
ality of any kind . 

Predicate A grammatical term referring to that part of the sen
tence which says something about the subject of the sentence; a 
description of the properties of an entity, or of an event occurring 
in relation to it. In English, predication is performed by a verb 
phrase in relation to a noun phrase. 
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· Process pedagogies Forms of teaching developed in the 1960s 
and i97os which emphasise the need for the learning of writing 

. to. occur organically in a process of expforation and self-expression 
< 0n .the: part of the student, rather than through the inflexible impo
<sition of a curricu lum. 

· Prototype That member of a class whose properties seem most 
clearly to exemplify the typical features of the class . 

Reflexive Including itself, or having the capacity to include itself, 
as ~n object of analysis or reference . 

·. Repetition I use the word here in the sense it has in the work 
.·of Deleuze and Derrida, where even the most exact recurrence of 
. an event involves a degree of change because of the temporal and 
~.:. contextual displacement it undergoes. 

Representation The meaning of this word has shifted in the 
course of the twentieth century from designating the secondary 

: imitation of a primary reality, to . designating the construction in 
· - ~.·s ignifying medium of a text which carries an effect of reality _of 
. ' some kind . A representation is a text considered in terms of its 
:capacity to produce such an effect, regardless of its relation to any 
external reality. 

Rhetorical Having to do with the interaction between speaker 
·and receiver, or with the effects of an utterance upon an audience 

Role . Theatrical in origin, the term designates the disjunction 
between an embodied self and the functions it performs or the 

. positions it occupies. 

· Russian Formalists A loose grouping of literary scholars in 
Moscow and St Petersburg who were active between 1915/16 and 
l g29, when the movement was suppressed. They included Vikt~r 

· Shklov.sky, Roman Jakobson, Boris Eichenbaum, Boris 
- :f o.~ashevsky, and Yuri Tynianov, and were widely influentia1I in 
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seeking to establish a theoretical basis for the formal analysis of lit
erary texts . 

Semiotic, semiosis, semiotic medium Semiotics is a science of 
signs envisaged by Saussure and, in rather different terms, by 
Peirce. Semiosis is the generation of meaning on the basis of sig
nification, and the semiotic medium is any material carrying a 
sequence of signs : at one level, voiced or instrumental sounds, 
print on paper, light recorded on film, paint and canvas, timber or 
stone; at another, the organisation of this material base in the form 
of pitch and tone, layout and syntax, mass and line, and so on . 

Situation In relation to the codes of text and genre, situation is a 
context which may exist in the form of actual speakers and a physi
cal environment together with a structure of information that they 
carry, or may be virtual but still laden with information. The situa
tion is at once a 'constellation of meanings' (Halliday) and a con
straint on semiosis. 

Speaking position A position or role that I occupy when I speak or 
write and which is structured by the nature of the language I am 
using and by the structure of address, rather than by who I am as a 
person. 

Speech act The action performed by an utterance as part of a 
social interaction. The concept comes from Austin's recognition 
that commands, greetings, requests and so on do not assert 
propositional truths, and that the assertion of truths , the action 
with which philosophy is preoccupied, is only one of a number of 
acts performed by language . 

Speech situation The disposition of positions of speaking and 
any other relevant contextual circumstances which organises an 
act of speech or writing. 

Structure of address The organisation of relations between 
speaking positions in a particular situation . 
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Subject Here, the relevant dimension of this word is the gram
m~tical, which relates one part of the sentence to that which is 
,P.r~picated of it; the entity spoken of in the sentence. 

Subject of utterance, subject of enunciation I distinguish these 
two terms here as the self projected in discourse and the self who 
speaks; the former is a structural position constructed in language, 
the latter is the speaking self constructed in its occupation of that 
position : ·' .· . . · . 

Symbolic action Any work of sign ification which effects changes 
in its environment. 

System Any set of relations between elements such that their 
meaning and/or their function is assigned only by virtue of those 
re lations, and any change in an element alters all other elements . 
~I I systems are sufficiently closed to be coherent, and sufficiently 
oper:i -ended to exchange information with other systems; the con
sequence of the latter property is that systems are always in a 
greater or lesser degree of transformation. 

Taxonomy Systematic classification . 

Text; .textuality Any organisation of one or more utterances that is 
req::ignised by some receiver as a meaningful communication. The 
co~eept is not restricted to speech or writing: it can be applied to 
~ny medium of expression, or any combination of media. Although 
we usually speak of 'a' text as an actualised instance of discourse, 
an event in place and time, the more precise sense of the word 
refers as well to the organisation that underlies that instance. The 
concept of textuality refers to the fact of being a text and to the 
properties usually assigned to this organisation, characteristically 
properties of pattern and of the dynamic and open-ended transfor
mation of meaning; Hanks (1989 : 96) defines it as 'the quality of 
c0herehce or connectivity that characterises text'. 
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Thematic Having to do with a recurrent and conventional set of 
ideas, arguments, or objects of discourse. 

Topic, topos, topoi Any recurrent organisation of textual content. 
A topos (pl. topo~ is a commonplace, something originally written 
in a commonplace book as part of a store of possible topics of 
conversation or writing. 

Translation The regular modification of the formal properties of a 
text in its transfer from one context to another. 

Truth effects Like ' reality effects', a term developed to explain in 
relative rather than absolute terms the kinds of truths elaborated 
in and by texts (of any kind). 

Use value The concept is half of a binary articulated in the writ
ings of Marx, designating the inherent and specific value of things, 
grounded in their physical properties , and opposed to exchange 
value, the abstract value form that allows singular things to be 
equated with other singular and unlike things as though they were 
equivalent. 

World the ' real' world is the sum of everything that there is, 
including unreal things such as fictions, and possibly - depending 
who you believe - possible things. The concept of 'world' as I use 
it in th is book is restricted to any coherent organisation of mean
ing or experience which works as a schematically reduced version 
of the 'real' world. 
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