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A Good Man Against Theories
By EDWARD W. SAID

ny reader of Paul Goodman's earlier books will
know in advance that his latest is just learned and

personal enough to be most interesting for neither its
learning nor its quirkiness. Of course it often parades
both these qualities with Goodman's characteristic
offhand flashiness: the names, the theories, the
occasionally sentimental confessions, the repetitions,
the surprising quotations and misquotations are all
there. By now Goodman can probably take his own
verbal mannerisms for granted like facts of history, and there is no reason why
his reader shouldn't also, especially since "how people actually speak"-
Goodman's being as good an example of actual speech as any- is what this book
is about. Poetry, he adds, is improved common speech, although I think that this
is only partly true. The special formality of writing is not always the equivalent
of speaking out. Nevertheless the reasons he prefers speaking to linguistic theory
as an adequate description of verbal behavior are impressively demonstrated.

It is not that Goodman cannot follow the linguists but rather, he contends, that
they cannot follow him- or any common speaker of the language for that matter.
The tendency in contemporary linguistics has been mainly to explain the highly
complex events of ordinary speech in terms of transformations that occur in
simple declarative sentences. According to Noam Chomsky the simplest
grammar of English can be set up from "a kernel of simple declarative
sentences" like "John ate lunch." In theory then all utterances are modifications
and complications of this kind of germ.

Goodman won't have it- for three reasons principally. One, he can think of many
common utterances that cannot be reduced to a simple declarative sentence.
Two, the distance between a minimal theoretical kernel and the richness of
actual speech considerably betrays the latter in favor of the former. Three, over
the years, Goodman has evolved a moral and philosophical position that opposes
him unremittingly to theories, institutions or habits that operate despite the
individual's will. If, as is the case with linguistics, the theory commands
attention for its economy and its explanatory power, Goodman, taking the role of
defense attorney for the individual, asks whether the theory really explains
human actions or merely actions that are artifacts created by the theory.

This question is really apt, and not only on what seem to be the testy personal
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grounds that Goodman's rhetoric springs from. He is absolutely right to inquire if
the supposed neutrality (with regard to meaning) of grammatical structures is not
based too parochially in the laboratory where a fully human situation, rounded in
the fullness of life, has been replaced by the impersonal "format" of
"communication" or of "message transmission."

Goodman's natural allies are poets or even, as he says, people "coping." He takes
the position that if any theoretical system of intelligible behavior exists at all, it
is there in a creative tension with actual behavior, and not as a sergeant barking
orders at the ranks. Common speech therefore does not simply confirm the
grammar; speech provides men with a way of being in the world. From this
existential base Goodman attacks Chomsky as follows:

"It is as if, in explaining the leaps of a cat, Chomsky showed- as is the case- that
the cat makes accurate practical judgements of space, time, gravity and energy,
and then he concluded that a cat is a born geometer and theorist of dynamics.
Wouldn't it be less strange to try to explain the leaps in terms of the cat's entire
biological experience, his sensory and motor apparatus, his appetites- the
meanings of the situation?"

What Goodman ignores in Chomsky's position is, first, that Chomsky intends his
assessment of even a child's verbal capabilities to show the astonishing degree of
innate human rationalism, and second, that an abstract account of this
rationalism has not yet been matched, Chomsky feels, by adding up an entire
biological experience. There is too great a discrepancy between the total of what
we now know about existential biological experience and the formidable
perfection of inborn linguistic capability. Chomsky is willing to concede that it
is simpler scientifically to describe linguistic structures as formally rather than as
biologically derived, but Goodman still takes Chomsky to task.

Inflections, tone, gesture, silence, all play a significant part in verbal behavior
(they are not necessarily biological), but none of them, according to Goodman,
can be accounted for in Chomsky's reductive theory. Style is a hypothesis about
reality, and poetry, which is an especially concentrated way of using language,
"is to be feelingful and concrete, and to take account of the listener and the
situation when there can be no recourse to non-verbal means, when there is no
respondent, and when colloquial modifications that we make in small groups
would be meaningless in public discourse. A poem has to do what good speeches
do, but it must do it entirely by its language."

Yet, however much he quarrels with them, Goodman is seriously interested in
the linguists, the logicians, the advocates of Basic English. There are few major
aspects of linguistic theory that he has not thought about, so his reader has the
assurance at least of a reasonably fair assessment of central issues. Like the
linguists, Goodman focuses his attention on the inevitability of language for
humans, on the by now accepted truth (given the present stage of research) that
language is not reducible to any other type of behavior. Yet he strongly resists
the impulse to collapse all utterances into a few categories of grammar from
which the language pretty much arises.

Against Chomsky he convincingly shows how the passive voice is not a



transformation of the active, but a state of verbal being quite its own. Similarly
the imperative. More interesting still, Goodman explores the rich class of
middle-voice verbs that can have both transitive ("he feels the texture") and
intransitive ("he feels well") forms, and different lexical meanings: transitive,
intransitive, and between the two. (Emile Benveniste, the great French linguist,
has studied the middle voice exhaustively; Goodman would have found his work
very useful.)

All these arguments illustrate practically how an antiseptic code is not adequate
to what needs to be said- that is, if it is accepted from the outset that language is
not only a set of messages, but is sometimes made up of full "revelations" or
manifestations of being. For Goodman this is less a matter of neutral interest
than something worthy of passionate conviction. To use an example from
Goodman's own "Growing Up Absurd," his passionate conviction is not the
manner of an American professor- whose "empiricism" and resistance to
"intuitions, speculations, fantasy" seek to present only "the facts"- but rather is
like that of a (doubtless ideal) German professor whose "urbane detachment,
encyclopedic scope, urgent following-up, insistence on accuracy, or ability to
make the controversy fascinating in itself (there are several admirable styles of
teaching- none of them 'neutral')... continually provide a new unsettling
challenge to the student's wish to have an answer." At his best, the range of
Goodman's interests and his striking originality do have a fruitfully unsettling
quality.

Yet there's no overlooking how Goodman often unsettles one also by the
annoying gregariousness of his tone. Or by the polemical crudeness of his
summaries of positions different from his. He is unforgivably wrong in what he
says about Erich Auerbach and Merleau-Ponty, for instance, and in the long run
he does poor justice to the importance of Chomsky's and Roman Jakobson's
work. Occasionally, too, his delight in quoting himself, which is not always
unhelpful, prevents him from quoting others correctly. Matthew Arnold's
example of philistine journalism insensitive to human suffering (the euphemism
"Wragg is in custody") turns up in Goodman as the much less effective "the
woman Smith who had been arrested." But never mind. The absence of such
rarefied virtues perhaps is balanced in the main by the truly humane testimonial
that his work is- not so much unsettling as poetic and ironically, contemporary
American.

His books, no matter what the subject, are really descriptions of himself in
America, whether as neolithic conservative, opponent and champion of the
young, Gestalt therapist, social historian, urban planner, teacher, poet, man of
letters. It is as if, with the growing dehumanization of life here, Goodman feels
that he is all he has. This is both a very courageous and, I think, serious position,
and it is a more universally held one than most people are willing to admit.

He remarks somewhere that he most resembles Coleridge with a touch of
Arnold, but that is one of the least perspicacious of his observations. Goodman
has no use for theory at all, and what was Coleridge without his addiction to
theories? Rather, Goodman locates himself symbolically in the middle of things,
from which point he sometimes appears powerless to himself, but from which he
can also lecture the theorists on the one hand and the herd on the other.



Goodman's deepest use for himself is to make what he once called "free and
learned thought"- and I assume he includes his own- a social force instead of a
decoration. This is primarily a moral enterprise, but to Goodman's credit it is not
just moral, but also intellectual and, above all, amateurish and utopian.

Amateurish because Goodman seems always to have dispensed with the guild
security of a profession, preferring to be guided in his work by his own
inclinations and enthusiasms. (One indication of this is that "Speaking and
Language" is the only recent book I know on the subject that is not written by a
full-time academic.) Utopian because his dream of freedom in and for the
middle- l'homme moyen sensuel in the best sense- is blocked by the permanently
cluttered realities of American corporate life, of R-and-D, of bureaucracies,
schools and other centralized authorities.

Intellectual and moral because as he says in "Compulsory Mis-Education," the
culture he wants to teach "is our Western tradition: the values of Greece, the
Bible, Christianity, Chivalry, the Free Cities of the twelfth century, the
Renaissance, the heroic age of Science, the Enlightenment, the French
Revolution, early nineteenth century Utilitarianism, late nineteenth century
Naturalism."

Now the poignancy of Goodman's interest in speaking and language is that in
this new book he has finally turned, more sensitively than in "The Structure of
Literature (1954), to the initial vehicle of his programs. Yet whereas Goodman
can no longer stand speech reduced to an "otiose tinkle," I doubt that Goodman's
own discourse lives up to what he calls the speech of art, which compels one
with direct force to do, to act. In other words he has foresworn the efficiency of
getting things done, which is surely a value in modern technological mass
society. But as an alternative (is it really one?) he has availed himself of the
means present in that society for transmitting his values- publishing books,
speaking at innumerable symposia, lecturing.

In this way Goodman represents the country's moral dilemma, split between
memorial aspirations for an unambiguous freedom and the daily implicating
complexities of America's power. He is angry at the misuses of social and
institutional power, and yet curiously subject to the disseminative agencies, the
media, of that power. By his own admission he is too social, reflective and
civilized for the methods of direct and sustained revolutionary action- for
example, action that would disrupt both the production and distribution of values
he so frequently denounces.

His defense of poetry is a reliance on "the literary process, the flow of saying my
say." He goes on: "This does not mean that I say what I want to say but what
can- strongly- be said." Certainly each of the specific exceptions he cites to
weaken a general theory is convincing, but is this display of what can be said
over and above prescriptive rules enough to dissolve instruments of mass
coercion that range from general theories of language to the universities to the
G.N.P.? I confess that I don't know enough about how Goodman has gone about
trying to put his proposals into practice, but I hope that his program has gone
beyond showing what can be said.



There is an admirable defiance, and good pedagogic sense, in facing down the
general tyranny with an individualist's right of expression. But it still leaves
unsolved the problem of going from the individual back to the general. Given the
scale of modern society, the almost absolute quantity of its numbers, we also
have to think in dimensions larger than the individual's. Goodman's chief flaw is
that he does half the work- challenging reductive "mis-education" that relies on
falsely universal rules and institutions- but he leaves his reader at the level of
language, unable to see the way back to the actual world, there to change it.

Consequently I am bothered by the co-existence in Goodman of three and often
incompatible elements: a classically liberal ethic, an increasingly hostile feeling
for what the society and its collective mind are amounting to, and a communal
ideal of respectful, inter-dependent, direct and free personal life. Language for
him is all of these things at the same time; hence the centrality of this book to his
life and work. I share his love of language, yet I am more uncomfortable than he
with the notion that a deeper understanding of verbal behavior will also provide
imperatives for sorting out the mixture of these three divergent elements, and for
settling their differences, or differences like them. The trouble is that people tend
to think of language as a means- a beginning or a middle- not an end. I am not
sure that anyone can say with certainty whether this reflects primarily on our
history, on our society or on our language.

Edward W. Said is professor of English and comparative literature at Columbia.
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