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Anyone For Tennis?* 

Anne Freadman 

[ ... ) 
Part 1 

My father put a hex on me, one day, when he was~·ng for the nth time to teach 
me to hit tennis balls against the back lav. He told me I had no ball sense. What 
he meant, of course, was what we nowadays call -eye coordination, and fve 
since learnt to separate the issues. But it's had untold consequences. One is that tennis 
can never be more, or less, for me than a metaphtjr. Or maybe I mean a simile. 
Or an allegory. 

Imagine a game of tennis, preferably, of cours~ (if you have any ball sense), 
singles. The players are not exchanging balls, they'te exchanging shots. The ball, 
like the rackets, the players themselves, the court w.ith its markings, and the rules"' 
of the game, is one of the things that make the st possible. Without the ball •. . 
and with everything else, the shots are possible but realized. Even this problem •. 
has been solved for board games, such as chess, but nly by means of the ingenious 1 

invention of material substitutes for the board and th~ men (men, in chess, includes 
the queen). As Saussure said, any substitute for th~ piece will work exactly like 
the pi~e, if the _rules govemi~g its piece-hood _(its food?) are spelled out. The 
material detenrunants of tennis balls are more mtrac ble: you need another tennis 
ball, though children make do with almost anylhin . 

Let us talte the distinction between exchanging~ and exchanging shots, asl,·1 

something like the distinction between •exchanging gs' and "exchanging signs', 1- ' 

respectively. I expect you thought I shoiilifJiiive ma an equivalence between 'ball' 
and 'sign', and 'shot' and 'meaning'. This shot is abo t why I didn't. Imagine hard 
little pellets of meaning travelling towards you like a dlikovan serve. Then duck. 
Michael Reddy (1970) calls this 'the Conduit Metap. or'. 

If we said, about tennis or any ball game, that w t we were exchanging was 
the ball, scoring would not be possible. The game wo~ be posited on the absolute 

.-ntis chapter is a condensed version of the essay which appeared in 71tt Place of Genre 
in Leaming: Cu"ent Debates, Ian Reid. ed. (Geelong, Aust ia: Deakin University, Centre 
for Studies in Literary Education. 1987). 91-124. (1994 U,.tate: additional notes have been 
added to lhis version, clearly identified with square brae and the dale.] 
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symmetry of the players, and its objective, if objective there were in such 
circumstances, would be its maintenance. There are games in which the confirmation 
of balance is the only stake, and the loss of balance a sign that the match should 
not have taken place. I heard, for instance, of a betrothal ritual from the Cameroons. 
In it. the fathers of the prospective couple enter into an intellectual joust, where 
they match their respective funds of cultural knowledge and skill. They argue for 
as long as they are well-matched, and a ritual ending marking neither victory nor 
defeat proclaims that the match is a good one. Winning becomes important in a 
situation such as this only if one of the protagonists, with his seconds, begins to 
lt'IIC respect in a systematic or protracted way, for his opposite number; then he 
must win. to demonstrate publicly that inequality was the proven outcome; the 
marriage, then, will not take place. This is not unlike the system of 'seeding' in 
championship tennis: any one match between top seeds may be won or lost, where 
the understanding is that the result could reverse at the next round. The contrast 
with the single singles match is not, after all, so great: in any given match, winning 
is what the players are trying to do, though they must be well-matched for the game 
10 be worth playing. While in the most ritual of jousts and the most equal of display 
games. equality. no less than winning and losing, depends on scoring. ~ring 
depends on shots, not on balls. 

Player A plays a shot; player B plays it back. What is this 'it'? It is not useful 
10 say • Mil~ is the ball'; and it is manifestly inaccurate to call it the same shot. Player 
8 is. let's say. the 'receiver'. but to reuive a shot s/he must return it, play, that 
is 10 say, another. The same shot, then - Player A's serve - has a different value 
for each of the two players: a 'good shot' may win a point for its player, but, well
recei ved. ii may turn against her/him, its speed, its turn, or its angle enabling an 
unexpected return. 

If I return, now, 10 the silent comparand, you may well wish to object that we 
have always known this, that words or texts have differrcnt meanings for any two 
interlocutors, that h's what we do with them that counts. So rd best not return, just 
yet. If tennis is to be a simile, it had better pay off better than that. 

( ... ) 

To suppose that discursive interaction is the giving and receiving of meanings is 
like describing a game of tennis as the giving and receiving of balls. To suppose, 
on the contrary. that it is the playing of shots is to allow the value of those shots 
10 be subject 10 play, and the meaning of the interaction to be l;itllupshot,of,the 
perpetual modification of each shot by its return.J ', f. , · "1 · ,: ,,. I,.,.,.,,. ',t ' 

,(\•f l'f"(t "I !'CC' ( I 

Each shot, in this analogy, pr~uce~.Jalue in two ways: in what II enables, or 
prevents; and to either player. Each shot is formally determined by the rules of the . ··· 
game. and materially determined by the skill of the players, and each return shot· 
is determined by the shot to which it is a response. Responses, then, are not 'freed', 
or bound even by what is loosely known as pragmatic circumstance as if this latter 
were 'outside' the text. Returns, and readings, work within certain clearly marked 
conventions. and with the maJerial at hand. They are both enabled, and constrained, 

... 
, ' ',:'. 
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by the formal-material determinants of the sign! they read and the signs they will 
write. 

Our signs, then, our semiotic artefacts, bid ~~ value in a field of like and unlike; 
and their value as objects resides neither 'in' the nor in their owners. Rather, using 
tht analogy of the marketplace, the extent to whic they are kept in play - the number 
of times they are bid for. the changes they effect around them, the bids they make 
of place and function within this field - they hav~ no value if they are not constantly 
renegotiated. Priceless, they say, of paintings, and of conversation-stopping jokes. 

So ... maybe ... then ... too . .. (if I go on). . (al Ions, Goga. ii faut me renvoyer 
la belle de temps en temps) ... a metaphor, a simile. or an allegory. is just this: the 
play of a sign between two systems of values, Itself an allegory, of what it is 10 

play ball, or to make sense. 

Part 2 

What is the value of this very elaborate metaph r? - you may well ask. It seems 
to have worked well enough as a way of writing a1¥>ut Communication, or Discourse. 
and it is tempting to take the metaphor of a gam~ to correspond with the notion of 
'genre'. The authority for this usage is Wittgens in (I 953: sec. 23). 1 Yet there is 
little evidence in his use of the metaphor of the language game' that it designates 
in his writings a concept commensurate with I conventionally associated with 
'genre'. The kind of thing meant by 'lanauage might be. for example, 'referring', 
or 'asking questions', and could be said to over/or with that of 'genre' to the extent 
that 'genre' is either modelled on, or thought throvgh, the concept of the speech act. 
Literary theorists, and linguists concerned with discourse, have been led. quite 
fruitfully, to consider genre as an extension of sdeech acts. and have, accordingly. 
attempted to construct theories of genre that eftend the theory of speech acts.~ 
Historians of what we are wont to call ideas argue ~t there is a great deal in common 
between the Wittgensteinian notion of the 'language game' and the theory of speech 
acts deriving from Austin (1967). Both, they wc!,uld say, are strategies to contest 
the dominance of the formal models used by logitdescribe meaning. They would 
also say that this move in philosophy is parallel d by the move in literary theory, 
which has adopted pragmatic notions of discours as social action to contest formal 
models oftextuality (cf. Pratt 1977), or the more itional notion that the meaning 
of a text resides solely in its 'referential function~·· i. . , what it can be said to represent. 
I.!! all these places, discoui:se is thought in te of 'doing things with words' and 
terms like 'perform', 'function', 'act', 'action', 'mo e_s', 'strategies', 'tactics' ... figure 
large in such theories. Since a lot of this vocabula is common to the ways in which 
we talk about playing games and those in which jwe talk about our engagement in 
social forms and forces, it is tempting to talk abj>ut a genre as if it were a game. 
It seems to suggest a combination of the serious and the playful, and 10 authorize 
the use of the model of constitutive rules (as in 1e description of games) with the 
need to talk about individual action in relation with regulative rules (as in the 
description of social facts). The authority for this ombination is Searle (1978), who 
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in many ways combines Wingensteinian notions (e.g., taking 'referring' as an act) 
with the impetus given to speech act theory by Austin. 

However, 'the game' - or rather a game - may be a misleading metaphor for 
genre. It may require some adjustment. It suggests that once you have learnt the 
rules - implicit and explicit, and including rules such as those that constitute the 
basis of skill (e.g., one's grip in golf or tennis) - the playing of a correct game follows 
automatically, like the output from a simple algorithmic programme in a computer. 
Obviously individual variables such as actual skill, mental and physical agility, and 
so on, play a part, but they are not an issue if what is at stake is whether what you 
are doing counts as the playing of that game. To use this metaphor for genre mggests 
that a text is the output of a set of rules. This is what I call the 'recipe theory' of 
genre. We have known for many years that a very wide range of'texts' - far beyond 
what usually pass for 'literary', 'artistic' or 'creative' texts - fail to be usefully descnlJed 
as conforming with a generic recipe; we have also known for many years that it 
is this kind of genre theory with its failures that has caused the discrediting of the 
very notion of genre, bringing about in tum its disuse ~d the disrepair many of 
us found it in, within the last, say five to ten years, when we attempted to apply 
it in the emerging set of problems in literary and semiotic theory. ~ ~nstitutes 
a game as distinct from other games is its rules, their rules, and the difference between 
them. This is important. But we need to adjust our metaphor-to accommodate the 
idea that these r\lles are roles for play, 

In the description of the game I have given in Part I , I have described the playing 
of a shot in terms that converge in the notion of 'uptake', This may be said to 
correspond to the 'tactical' level of game playing; on this analogy, the 'strategic' level 
corresponds to the attempt to determine the terms in which the interaction - the game 
- is set up. 'Update' is a term from speech act theory, and it is said that kinds of 
speech acts lrequests, commands, invitations ... ) determine a, or a set of, appropriate 
uptake(s). The strategic level of game-playing is that level where a (set of) medium
tenn goal(s) is established, and the tactics planned in accordance with this. It is the 
relation between strategy and tactics that suggests that genre might be a generalization 
over speech-acts, or an extension of the notion. But it is also this relation that shows 
us that we are no longer talking about a game and its rules; we are talking about 
~he playing of a game. In the very elaborate discussion of chess strategies, so 
formalized that they take on the status of kinds of games, there is no discussion of 
the relating of these strategies with the tactics of the play at any given point, except 
in the detailed descriptions of particular matches. You might just as well substitute 
'particular texts', in the previous sentence. Now the playing of a game is a ceremony 
which involves a great deal more than the game itself. There are the preparations, 
the choice of partners, occasion and venue. There is the warm-up, the toss, and, 
at the end, the declaration of the winner and closing down rituals - showers, 
presentations, or the drink at the bar. 

There may be no important ethnographic or sociological difference between the 
notion of a ceremonial and that of a game, but I need to retain the two terms for 
ta.:tical purposes. Ceremonies are games that situate other games: they are the rules 
for the setting of a game, for constituting participants as players in that game, for 
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constituting participants as players in that game, for placing and timing it in relation 
with other places and times. They are the ruleijor playing of a game, but they are 
not the rules of the game. Games, then, are rul for the production of certain acts 
in_~o~e j_,laces'. To the extent that the gram ·cal rules of my language permit 
me to make this distinction, I could say that whe ceremonies are rules for playing, 
games are rules for play. That there be 'play' at these levels is important: knowing 
die_ rules is knowing how much play the rules ,itow and how to play with them. 
I want to suggest, then, that each of the mom~?ts, phases, stages or 'places' in a 
ceremonial is a genre, and that speech-acts mig~ have the function of the opening 
or closing of the ceremony, the marking of thef€ge from one phase to another, 
as well as of tactics 'within' any genre. If this is the case, the notion of genre and 
the notion of speech-act are not coextensive, and not usefully thought of as deriving 
one from the other.3 I also want to suggest that it will be useful to think of most 
of our talking and writing as ceremonial, and that hat we can mean, in the semiotics 
of discourse, by 'social setting' can be usefully e plored by means of this series of 
analogies. 

There are points of similarity between the framework I am setting up and 
the Hallidayan model of register! Schemat cally, on the assumption that 
games are formalized symbolic structurings of interlocutory relations, then 
tield:tenor::ceremonial:game. My terminolo~ ~ the advantage of declaring the 
kind of relation that might hold between the two ·te{ejs· but this may not be a difference 
worth fighting over. On the other hand, there ue significant differences between 
the two models. Mine is a model in general semi:l:s. which starts from the postulate 
that 'texts' are the product of the interaction of a ariety of 'languages', or semiotic 
systems, none necessarily homologous with any er. The Hallidayan model and 
its derivates arise from the postulate of a functiomt)ist linguistics, which maps social 
sttuctures onto the single semiotic system we +iit 'natural language' or 'human 
discourse'. The argument for the general semioti s position is that it is practically 
impossible to find a text that mobilizes only one language: the relation of speech 
and gestures is the most immediately available etample of this claim; the relation 
of typesetting and other publishing conventions w th the 'written' forms of language 
is another. In this perspective, film is not an ex eption to this semiotic rule, but 
a pa~icularly rich exploita~ion of it. !he li~ita ions of linguistic models of, or 
premises for, a theory of discourse anse quite n turally from the theoretical and 
methodological enterprise of linguistics itself. ~ argument against the linguistic 
m~el is, then, that if we are to account for w~at it is to make a text, we are 
unlikely to find out a great deal from studying e properties of only one of its 
languages. 

There is another difference between me and the linguists with respect to the more 
precise question of genre; but the problem I wish to raise is not in this case a direct 
product of the premises of linguistics. Rather, I am taking issue with the whole 
tradition of genre theory as it derives from litera' studies. Most unfortunately. it 
seems that the linguists have taken over some tacit assumptions from this tradition 
and have fallen into the 'traps for young playei that recent literary theory has 
attempted to undo. Briefly, these assumptions ar,= 
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I that a text is 'in' a genre, i.e., that it is primarily, or solely, describable in 
terms of lhe rules of one genre; 

2 that genre is 'in' a text, i.e., that the features of a text will correspond lo the 
rules of the genre. 5 

If. as I am suggesting, a genre is a game, then it will be more useful lo think of 
it as consisting, minimally, of ~o texts, in some sort of dialogical relation. For 
example, 

• theoretical debate; 
• brief and report; 
• play and audience response; 
• essay question, essay. feedback . 

Some of these will be in the same ceremonial, and others will be in distinct ones, 
for example. 

• a recipe and its making, and the meal. 

Sometimes the insertion of a text into an inappropriate ceremonial will make a parody 
las Malcolm Muggeridge is said to have said, 'how better could you parody this 
letter (which appeared in Tht nmes) than by reprinting it verbatim in Punch?'), but 
at other times, such as misappropriation just makes nonsense, or at best restalCS, 
or recuperate~ the borrowed text in the terms of the borrowing ceremonial. For 
example, the use of simulation techniques in the ceremonial frame of 'straight' 
classroom practice subverts the simulated game: its stakes are no longer at stake; 
the stakes of playing are those of playing the usual work for marks and teacher's 
feedback game. What has gone wrong is that the pairing of the text produced by 
the simulation with its appropriate uptake has been broken. It has simply become 
another assignment. 

If genres are usually described as pairs or groups of texts, certain implications 
follow: 
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1 text~. like speech acts, are tactical;_ 
2 the rules of a genre, and the formal properties of a single text, will not 

correlate; but rather 
3 the two teXb of a generic pair will have different properties, like question 

and answer, theory and refutation; 
4 one of the things_ a text will do is IOllllil)'Jts~ whether or not that partner 

ii. 'presc:Qt'. ln order lo do so, it must reprtsent its partner - previous, current, 
future. fictional or ideal. Th.!1,.IUl.cs_for such representations are an integral 
pan of any genre in precisely the same way as the rules of a game include 
the rules of the interaction of the partners.' But texts may, and frequently 
do. play several games - and thus, several partners - at once. 

Anyone for Tennis? 

The rest of my discussion will dwell on the levej) of genre, not of text. This is 
because I think there's a need for working over lwhat we mean by this term. 
Discussions of genre usually take the form of discu:4ions of 'classes of text', or 'text 
types', and proceed on the basis of the assumption trujt a classification is constructed 
by a series of descriptions of similarity and differefce. I shall start by doing just 
that, and go on to show how statements of similari and difference require to be 
construed through _!IJe_ notion of ceremonial place Tennis will recur, but only 
fleetingly. To discuss how a text plays its game(s) requires close readings - another 
genre. 

'Like-statements' 

'Like-statements' are statements which we use 10 classify things, either to establish 
the class, or to include something apparently differpnt within it. Frequently they 
are strategies for sorting out what might count as sa'ent properties, understanding 
something unfamiliar by asking whether it shares thislor that feature with something 
familiar. To claim that items x, y and z form a cluss is to make certain features 
salient above others, and lo claim that these features SP someway towards describing 
how each member functions, or is placed, in relati n to others not sharing these 
features. In the description of genres, or of texts int rms of generic classifications. 
'like-statements' look like this: 

You could say that 
• an architect's plan is like a recipe, 
• and that a doctor's prescription is a recipe that ~ only be made by a qualified 

pharmacist, 
• preparing an article for publication in such d-such a journal, 
• writing sonnets 
are also like recipes; but do we get good sonnets and good science reports 
from instructions in this form? Recipes are a nre; but genres are not 
recipes. 

'Not-statements' 

Most theories of genre concentrate on 'like-statements'; riost descriptions of individual 
texts in terms of generic generalizations concentrate Qn 'not-statements'. I want to 
propose a way of thinking about genre theory that takes 'not-statements' as its starting 

• I 
potn,. I 

Doors are like windows, but they are not wind ws. 

It is i'1)portant for us to know the difference between 8f..~rchitect's plan and a recipe. 
and it may be that this is best described in terms of l ial selling. Saying that we 
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ha"e something like the same genre turning up in different settings may be important 
for genre theory, in order to avoid the social determinist position, which might claim: 

1 that genres are specific to social (e.g., disciplinary or institutional) setting and 
2 that social relations such as class and institutional hierarchies determine genre. 

Such claim:, can be refuted by linguistic and discursive analysis of textual features.7 
It is also important for us to know, and to be able to describe, the differences 

beiween a doctor's prescription and a doctor's referral letter to another doctor. Being 
able to describe this difference is the business of genre theory, and knowing it in 
practice maners for getting on with the business of getting the right professional 
advice from the right 'person'. These two kinds of text are strategies for doing two 
things: 

I dealing with a diseased and suffering body; 
2 asserting the structural and functional relations that make a profession more 

than a collection of trained workers. This assertion needs to be made in order 
to make the profession work as such, and it also needs to be addressed to 
the patient, in order that s/he use it as a profession. Not to do so is equivalent 
to misusing it, or using it incorrectly; it makes the system dysfunctional in 
respect of that case. 

Let us suppose, then, that a 'medical consultation' is a ceremony, consisting of several 
genres: greeting. the eliciting of presenting symptoms, examination, decisions for 
treatment. Within each of these genres, different tactical moves are made by both 
players. and these moves can be described as speech acts: commands, requests, 
complaints. advice, reassurance . . . as well as the less formal acts that structure the 
relationship of doctor and patient. The question then arises whether there is any tactical 
leeway in the writing of prescriptions or referral letters. In the former case it is 
minimized and regulated as much as possible, to guard against possible mistakes, 
but I am certain that if the doctors would allow us to collect a corpus of their referral 
lcder~. a considerable range ofvariation would be discernible. In particular, I would 
W31?Cr m) profcss10nal integrity on the following hypothesis: that they have all sorts 
of ways of indicating to one another not only their medical judgments, but their 
a,;sessments as to the patient's supposed character, his/her way of handling suffering, 
and specifically, his/her tactical manoeuvres in medical consultations. This latter, 
of course. neither in detail nor as such: I suspect the patient's game-playing abilities 
are what provide the 'evidence' for assessments as to character and personality. 

We should also note that the fact that prescriptions are not typewritten, and that 
doctors by and large give bad handwriting the status of a characteristic of their 
profession, are both able to be described as tactics designed to preclude the patient 
from the position of addressee of this kind of text. However, the exclusiveness of 
the language used in prescriptions, though it may have this effect in a secondary 
way. is generic. rather than tactical, since this language defines the professional 
relationship of doctor and pharmacist, and mediates their professional difference. 
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A medical consultation is not the same as a cpnsultation with a. lawyer:. ~s is 
a difference of institution, but the ceremonial ma~ be usefully descnbed as similar. 
The consultation (patient to doctor, client to lawyier) is the ceremonial that situates 
the genre we call 'referral' in the ooe case and 'b"ff in the other, but 'referral' ~d 
'brief may be similar, aod when we say so, we can make some sense of the vanety 
of situations in which we find 'briefs'. A brief f)iifils a certain function within a 
profession, mediating two fuoctiooally and hie~ically different places, such that 
one can request.work from '!1e other. It is fi:e'!~?tly the c~e that the ~~son to 
whom the brief 1s addressed IS placed by the :f." an the position of spec1al1st, but 
this does not necessarily correspond with hie · cal superiority. A government, 
for example, briefs an expert, or a committee, from a position of uncontested 
authority, by contrast with the professional hicrarc:hlz:ia1on which places an insttucting 
solicitor 'below' the barrister s/he briefs. Briefs piaY also be addressed to and by 
colleagues who are formally or informally equal, liS requests to intervene in a debate 
or meeting 'from a diffen:.nt point of view'. A bpef, in effect, mediates a highly 
complex network of different social placings, ~sing a request where a simple 
hierarchy would address a command. Nevertheteks, it does seem to be a rule that 
briefs cannot go from below to above; nor can thby be addressed from a specialist 
to a place of authority. Like a command, a tef places boundaries, or states 
parameters, defining the substantive form of the text that will be its uptake, and 
that text will respond by restating these, giving brief as the site and source of 
its informing intentions. Tactics within the brie~ include requests for advice, the 
provision of information de&c:nbiog the case in such~ way as not to p~pt specialist 
opinion, but so as to justify the choice of this, r_tther than another, specialist. In 
a medical system such as that which obtains in Australia, where all consultations 
of a specialist ~ mediated by a generalist, the mlumers of a referral letter include 
the request for advice and impose the obligatibn on the specialist to respond 
accordingly. 11lat is, though the specialist may taie over the effective treabnent of 
the patieot, s/he will inform the generalist of the diagnosis aod decisiom for treatment, 
thereby maintaining the fiction that s/he is actin oo behalf of the generalist, and 
that the patient is the generalist's patient. 

The manners of a referral letter and the response that it elicits are not those of 
a formal or informal discussion between the same two doctors about the same case. 
Such a discussion may occur before the writing c>f a referral letter, after that but 
before the patient's visit to the specialist, or at any !lime after this, during - or indeed 
following - treatment. What is different is certainf ot the concepts deployed, but 
the uptake expected In that place. Sometimes, i , the same information must 
be reproduced in a different place in order to on a different function. 

'Not-statements' are useful in precisely this so~ of situation. 1be point of a not
statement is to make a distinction between two terms - kinds of texts - which in 
other respects are described by a like-statement. St\.rtiog from the class of all texts, 
or discourse, the not-statement is the first move esJbiishing a generic classification. 
Indeed, it is the first move establishing the very 1*>5tulate of genre. Nevertheless, 
typical genre descriptions take the form: 'like ... but not ... ' The 'like' part of the 

· generic description establishes the domain of pe~nent comparisons; the 'not' part 
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establishei. a boundary. not in the sense of a limitation, or a limit on possibilities, 
but in the sense of locating 'this kind' of text in a space, and vis-a-vis other kinds. 
The not-statement gives this kind of place among other places. 

The strategy I use to describe the genre of a text is contrastive: it starts from a 
not-statement. This is by contrast with the recipe, which starts from the ingredients. 
To be effective, such negative descriptions rely on strategically chosen contrasting 
genres. For example, a recipe book is like: 

I manuals, and other how-to books; 
2 menus. 

It i~ also unlike both in crucial respects, particularly because menus are not like 
manuals.¥ The characteristic inclusion of handy hints, household advice, and 
personal anecdotes, marks it off and allies it with still other genres. 

'Not-statements' are not just made by genre-theorists about texts: they are 
frequently made by texts themselves as a self-situating strategy. But they need not 
be in the explicit propositional form of a negative description. It is useful to note 
some examples of this explicit form before finding what might count as equivalents: 

This work is an essay in Peirce's epistemology, with about an equal emphasis 
on the 'epistemology' as on the 'Peirce's'. In other words our intention has 
not been to write e:cclu.sively a piece of Peirce scholarship- hence the reader 
will find no elaborate tying in of Peirce's epistemology to other portions 
of his thought, no great emphasis on the chronology of his thought, etc. 
Peirce scholarship is a painstaking business. His mind was labyrinthine, 
his terminology intricate, and his writings are, as he himself confessed, 
'a snarl of twine'. This book rather is intended perhaps even primarily as 
an essay in epistemology, taking Peirce's as the focal point. The book thus 
addresses a general philosophical audience and bears as much on the wider 
issue as on the man. (Davis 1972: vii; my emphasis) 

Notice that the not-statement precedes the positive description, but that even were 
they are in the reverse sequence, the positive description would not be specified 
without the negative. Without the not-statement, the sentence 'The book is intended 
primarily as an essay in epistemology, taking Peirce's as the focal point' would tell 
us no more than the title: alone, the title sets up two possibilities - that this is an 
author study ('Peirce scholarship') - and that this is a topic study ('epistemology'). 
When the not-statement is made, it distinguishes these as two genres of philosophic 
writing. The question of genre is tied to the question of audience, and thus to the 
question of expectations and predictions: a topic study is addressed to philosophers, 
whereas a book 'on Peirce' might well find that it had relatively few readers who 
defined themselves as philosophers, and relatively many from such fields as semiotics 
and literary theory. Peirce is in this respect something of a special case; yet were 
we to put, say, Kant in the place of the proper name of this title, the specification 
w1>uld still hold, distinguishing for instance historians of ideas from philosophers 
m the technical sense. 
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This book is nominally an abridgement of tl,e Concise Oxford Dictionary, 
but has in fact cost its compilers more labour, partly because the larger 
book was found not to be easily squeewbl~. and panly owing to changes 
in method uncoMected with mere reductio)I in quantity. The one merit, 
however, that they feel entitled to claim for 1F C.O.D. has been preserved 
to the best of tlleir power in the abridgement - that is, they have kept to 
the principle that a dictionary is a book of dietion, concerned primarily 'll•ith 
words or phrases as such, and not, except so far as is needed to ensure 
their right treatment in speech, with the things those words and phrases 
stand for. This principle, while it absolv~s the dictionary-maker from 
encumbering his pages with encycfopaediclinformation, demands on the 
other hand thaJ he should devole much mo e space 1han lhat so saved to 
the task of making clear the idiomatic usa~e of words. (Preface, Pocket 
Oxford Dictionary, 1955; my emphasis) 

It appears that the important not-statement is 'the one that contrasts the Concise 
with the Pocket Oxford, but they are more 'like' than 'unlike' in that they share a 
not-statement that sets all dictionaries in contratt with another genre. The crucial 
contrast that constitutes the definition of a dictif ary is that a dictionary is 'not an 
encyclopedia'. This opposition, which plays out in: a special way the 'words vs. world' 
dichotomy, has needed to be made since the fi~t encyclopedias, dating from the 
eighteenth century, jostled for position in the space occupied by the much older. 
traditional genre which took on its conventional features in the age of Humanism. 
The history of the Encyclopedia as genre is a most interesting question, which goes. 
rm afraid, beyond my present brief. What I do wish to dwell on for a moment is 
the fact that 'a dictionary is not an encyclopedia seems to be a more important or 
urgent statement to make than, for example, •a pictionary is not a grammar·. We 
might find this latter statement in treatises of linguistics. The former statement is 
found in those places where there is possible confusion that arises as a result of a 
like-statement: the layouts of dictionaries and en~clopedias are very similar. They 
both have columns dividing their pages, and each column consists of an entry. having 
the form of a word, followed by explanatory information about the 'word'. 
Dictionaries, however, define them as the names 1>f things. The convention whereby 
encyclopedias illustrate their information with images - diagrams, photograph.\, maps, 
portraits and the like, has as its function to demopstrate the distinction between the 
'wQld' and what it names by showing the thing njlmed in a form other than verbal. 
The convention whereby dictionaries illustrate thdir explanations as to usage by uses 
(quotations) demonstrates their fundamental claim1 that the conventions of a language 
explain that language, that the rules of usage d~ not lie outside the language, but 
within it. When Ferdinand de Saussure (1986) de~ned a language as 'something like 
a dictionary', be was relying on the generic convdntions of dictionaries to make this 
analogy. When, furthermore, he defined a sign b~ its place within the rules of usage. 
ralher than as the name of a thing, he was relylng on the not-statement whereby 
dictionaries and encyclopedias are contrasted, a"1 he was saying that the generic 
conventions of dictionaries provide a better analo than those of encyclopedias for 
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a linguist concerned with the problem of how a language detennines meaning. (Since 
then, semioticians have done loads of interesting things with the [generalized] notion 
of the encyclopedia. But all this, too, lies beyond my brief.) 

Let me return briefly to my earlier statement, that there is a difference between 
saying 'a dictionary is not an encyclopedia' and 'a dictionary is not a grammar'. Each 
of these not-statements serves as a particular purpose. The former, as I have said, 
plays out the words vs. world dichotomy; the latter serves to distinguish two kinds 
of information that linguists provide in the descriptions of languages. Both, however, 
are statements as to genre. This seems to suggest that a g~ cannot be defined 
by-a.single not-~ment, but rather ,.that a generic definition ('definition' is, liteially, 
'the tracing of boundaries' rather than the discovery of an-essence) arises as (or 'from') 
a series of contrasts which position 'this' kind in amongst other adjacent kinds of 
iexts. Think, for instance, of the public transport tickets available in your town or 
city: there may be: 

• single passes (for a one-way trip); 
• day passes (for travel between given hours on one day, using any number of 

vehicles and kinds of vehicles, in any direction); 
• weekly passes (similar to the above, but valid over a longer period); 
• monthly J1a5ses (ditto). 

The difference between the tickets giving you these rights will be marked in a variety 
of ways: they may be colour coded, and a difference made between those that must 
last (printed on card), and those that must not last (printed on flimsy paper). Single 
rares will be identified by the amount paid, but passes for longer periods will be 
identified with dates and times. They may also be personalized. It is useful to recall 
from this example that although we may be inclined to believe that the genre is marked 
inherently on each kind of ticket, those markings only work because they are 
correlated with places in a system of contrasts. To rely on the inherent features of 
each is the 'recipe theory of genre'; to take into consideration the system of contrasts 
is the alternative that I am proposing. 

What you will be reading here are the results of my research. They are 
not intended as a biography in the usual sense, bill as a kind of casebook, 
told in the words of those who were closest to the individual at the time. 
(Buzacott 1987: 8) 

Think about who writes casebooks, and for what purposes. Buzacott's claims (for 
his fiction, NB!) is not only that it is 'true'; it uses the documentary mode to coDle&t 
the coherent narrative form that makes the subject of a biography a hero. The subject 
of this study is a 'case', appearing on 'documents' independent of the story-telling 
proclivities of a namtor. 
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This form is not to be completed by people who propose only a visit to 
Australia for a period of temporary rather than permanent settlement. 
Separate forms are available for these purposes.9 
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The not-statements in this text distinguish forlllS for prospective immigrants from 
forms for tourist visas and temporary settlement visas. This distinction is crucial 
for the work of the Immigration Deparnnent, ut it may be far less crucial for a 
theorist of discourse whose brief, is, for instan e, to describe the genres in use in 
Australian Government offices. S/he might be t pted to group all 'forms' together: 
questions of layout, printing, kinds of purpose and the function of spaces on the 
form, are common to all forms. We 'know' a fo when we see one, 10 and although 
an immigration form might ask for a certain am unt of information that you would 
also find, for instance, in a curriculum vitae, n vertheless we know the difference 
between these two genres. On the other hand*baving made the statement I have 
just made, it OCCU1'11 to me that it may be useful to ~r~up toge~er c.y :~ ~ fo~s,_ 
and to say that the crucial difference between th 1s m the social senmgs m which 
they function. Both work to identify a person · a 'liminal' situation, attempting to 

- pass from ~ne space into another. and both pfC!Sent the information that might be 
necessary for that passage to be authorized. twever, here I am discussing the 
curriculum vitae as if it were coextensive with a job application, whereas in fact 
it is only a part ofit; in isolation, a curriculum e is more like a biography whose 
events are listed rather than narrated. Job appli'i8:tions and visa applications are by 
and large the same ceremonial, used in differqnt institutions. 

This discussion illustrates a statement I made c'iarlier, about different classificatory 
statements making different features salient. It also demonstrates that different like
statements and different not-statements are used r different purposes. This suggests 
that )enre' is not ab~lute (let alone 'primitive', as some linguistic uses_ o~ the term 
need it to be): trfs pragmatic. This does not mean, however, that It 1s merely 
whimsical, or subjective. -It means that: 

I generic descriptions are a genre; and 
2 this genre turns up as a game in a vari ty of social settings: 

- filing systems, 
- library classification systems, 
- publishing and bookselling, 
- institutional administration. 
- the construction of school syllabuses. 
- any theoretical activity designed to de cribe the pragmatics of discourse, 
- etc. 

It ulso hus a grcut deal to do with how we scpun tc the learned disciplines from nnc 
another. . I 

I have suggested above that not-statements tan be made in a variety of ways. 
and are not restricted to explicit negative descriptions. Two of my examples illustrate 
this point: the transport tickets make their not-, tatements by means or the variety 
of contrastive codings that I have sketched outl Forms make not-statements with 
black lines, and code these lines as 'heavy' or • ight' in order to group bits of in
formation and separate them off from other g ups. Just as two kinds of typeface 
are used in dictionaries and encyclopedias. to istinguish 'word' and 'explanation· 
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within the entry, and paragraphing and columns, to distinguish entries, so do these 
sons of typographical techniques provide ways of saying 'not that, but this', in other 
kinds of printed objects. Columns do not, but boxes do, distinguish anicles in a 
newspaper or magazine, and conventions of paging as well es boxing organize such 
objects into ordered collections of genres. The system of titles that override headlines 
makes these classifications explicit where this is necessary. The same news item 
may occur twice in the same issue of the same newspaper, working to 'mean something 
different' depending on the genre with which it is grouped. Such things es an event 
in the business community may count as 'news' on page I or 2, and be repeated 
as useful information for investors in the business pages. The death of a famous 
person may count as news, and then be repeated, for instance es an obituary 
somewhere else (some papers have quasi-permanent obituary columns). If the famous 
person is a woman, the obituary may be printed on the women's pages (which are 
generically distinguished in most Australian newspapers), or these same pages may 
carry a general anicle about the woman and her work, using the death es pretext 
and occasion. Women's pages in newspapers function to make the statement 'women 
count as news, too'; which is precisely a way of saying that we don't - or at least, 
that it's not the same kind of news! 

It may be argued that such considerations on newspaper and magazine layout are 
too mechanically formal to count es genuine genre descriptions. I wish to argue the 
contrary, but of course, the lines and squares do not in end of themselves count 
as generic descriptions. They are the not-statements that are tied to the like-statements. 
They work to say 'this is like news' and it is also 'like other anicles of interest to 
the girls'. The~ we need to find out what is implied by such a grouping. 'News' makes 
the death of Simone de Beauvoir 'like' any news item involving an internationally 
famous person; but the locating of an anicle about her life and work on the women's 
page~ makes the salient Jea1ure the feet that she was a woman. The not-statement 
~uggcst:. that clas:.ifying might always be reclassifying, that it is useful to think of 
it 8$ an act, and a strategy: it also suggests that the 'place' of the text in some sense 
pre<·etles the features that we take to be characteristic of it. 

The Metaphor of 'Place' 

The metaphor of place is not a mere convenience in genre theory. Its tactical 
uset\ilness goes back for centuries, and is one of the generic markers of the treatises 
on 'Poetics· following the authorial example set by Aristotle. Indeed, it may well 
be the case that the metaphor of place is more than a tactic: there are good reasons 
for thinking that it is actually germane to the problems of doing classifications in 
general. and generic classifications in panicular. It may not, then, be an accident 
that we so often use diagrams to repriftnt taxonomical and other classificatory forms, 
that. we _talk about 'borderline cases' when we are not sure whether something 
fit\ in this. or another, class, or that when we describe the genres of television and 
raJio we use the notion of the 'time slot'. I shall return to this last non-accident shortly. 

.J 
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Place and Time 

All generic descriptions rely on a more or less explicit 'tiling system', and it is said 
that the earliest attempts to fo~ize genre theor)j arose from the need to rationalize 
the classifications and systems of location of thf. collections in the great libraries 
of the ancient world. It is clear in this example thati 'place' must be taken quite literally, 
and the same is true of newspaper layout. Takmg the index, always to be found 
on one of the outside pages of a newspaper, ce"4in rules as to the location of given 
kinds of items can be discerned. This is not to sjiY that the television programmes 
and meteorology reports will always be found or page 10: rather, they will never 
be found on the first or last page. Similarly, it is ~ helpful to think of library locations 
es corresponding to panicular shelves in panicuilar rows: rather, PN books come 
before PQ books, and after B books. This sugge~ that the notion of place that we 
need to discuss !!l such questions is relational, rather than absolute, and that such 
systems have a time, or a sequence built into thein such that they impose a pattern 
of use which determines what counts es first :1lest, before and following, front 
and back. The rules for the use of the system are rules for mapping together actual 
spaces, such as library buildings, with systemi places, such as the Library of 
Congre:;s classification. They are set out in inde~es. guides to classifications and 
locations, tables of contents, and these are n~sarily sequential. Television and 
radio programmes do the same sort of thing with actual times. 

Another sense in which the notion of place m st be taken quite literally in the 
description of genre is this: some kinds of texts occur necessarily, or always, in 
kinds of places, between participants defined by their social roles. The briefs and 
referral letters I mentioned earlier are a case in foint; so would be the rulings of 
an administrative tribunal or a judge. Office me"'oranda, lectures, board meetings 
and a million other examples must be defined in '1is way, and it is clear that what 
gets said, and the kinds of interlocutory relationshlps that are produced, are largely 
determined by this notion of place. I might tell a i tory about how someone jostled 
me in a queue, or how someone pulled rank to ~ promoted ahead of me, or seen 
out of tum at the doctor's. If I tell this story to tty neighbour over a drink, it is 
a story about the other person, or about social inj~tice: but if I tell the same story 
to my psychiatrist, it is a story about me, my lac~-~f personal confidence, and my 
failure to self-assert. [ ••. ) This [ ... ) leads me to 15uggest that when we are talking 
about genre, and ceremonials, it may be useful to talk about 'the manners of a text'. 
If the rhetorical rules of a genre are thought of I etiquette, rather than as fixed 
laws, it is easier for us to think of them as being do with how people get on with 
one another. In some cases, etiquette is best tho ght of as rules appropriate to a 
pre-existing situation, but this is far less often e case than we might suppose. 
Manners are instrumental in organizing and dete ining role-relations, and thus in 
forming settings. They 'make' the person, in mon; senses than one. Etiquette may 
be written as an immutable code, and expressed iri the form of dogmatic deontics: 
when it is, we tend to find it ridiculous and out f f date. But this does not mean 
that we don't observe an etiquette appropriate to whatever occasion, end social groups 
continually renegotiate the forms of acceptable be viour in relation with an implicit 
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or explicit criterion of appropriateness. We take for granted that such rules are pretty 
arbitrary, and we may be more comfortable with the fiction that our rules are not 
real rules, and need not be spoken. But even this fiction is 'good manners' in a group 
that thinks of itself as unregulated by anything but spontaneity and fellow-feeling. 
S11ch rules, like the rules of genre or ofa ceremony, are there to 'make things work'. 

Nevenheless, manners are never a matter of simple conformity with a normative 
model. They can be used for the purposes of an interaction, not just followed; they 
are good or bad shots, productive or not of situations requiring inventive uptakes. 

The identification of time-slots in television programming is a particularly 
interesting case, which shows, among other things, that the 'place' precedes the 
'internal' features of a given genre. The identification of kinds of audiences by the 
times of the evening at which they might watch the box is also a factor in the 
determination of those audiences: 'children', 'family viewing', 'late night' and so on 
are slots in ra&her the same way as in a printed form which organizes bits of 
information into different places on a sheet of paper, and thereby creates groupings 
and ways of relating those bits of information. They may even create, or determine, 
that information. Given the economics of TV programming, it is an important fact 
about televisual genres that they are written for, produced for, and bought for slots, 
and not the other way around. But these slots are not just empty spaces: they are 
spaces in a relational system that is organized around key points - before and after 
the early and mid-evening news, to take the obvious example (this is called 'the hook') 
- which have the function of marking boundaries, and thus making the not-statements, 
that produce the major differentiations (see Paterson 1980). It is an interesting fact 
that it is the news programmes that have this crucial function: this is the genre that 
makes explicit the major generic distinction in Australian television - the 
differentiation of 'information' from 'entertainment'11 - and at the same time shows 
the extent to which the patterns of television programming are derivative of the 
patterns of arrangements of texts that make up newspapers and magazines. 

A recent survey of television violence is of some interest here. It has long been 
an assumption of most work in the sociology of television that there is 'more violence' 
in the 'late night' slot than in the 'family viewing' or 'children's' slots, but, using explicit 
criteria for the identification of violence, this was shown not to be the case. There 
is a great deal more violence in, for instance, cartoons, than in the genres where 
we might expect to find it - police series, thrillers, horror movies and the like. What 
seems to be at issue here is that it doesn't count as violence in sports casts, cartoons, 
and soap operas: what counts as television violence for the sociologist is what counts 
as socially dangerous. It is 'not dangerous' to show a crocodile mauling a body, not 
dangerous to show a punch-up on a football field; not dangerous to show a character 
zapping another beyond all recognition in a cartoon. This is because what counts 
as violence for the viewer is governed - 'made intelligible' - by generic criteria. 
It is these that rationalize it and make it acceptable. To be the viewer of a cartoon 
is to know the difference between fantasy and the real; to be the viewer of a sports 
cast is to be on a side; to be the viewer of the news is to do your duty, knowing 
what's going on in the world, however nasty it might be. The moral dimension of 
'realism' has its full force here. It may well be that the violent content in such 

58 

Anyone for Tennis? 

programmes is more worrying on some criteriJ than the conventional struggle of 
marginal characters with each other and the fo~ of law and order, but the point 
is not, for the moment, there •• The 'content' of yictors and victims is _the ~; it 
just works differently, has a different status, lthus means something different 
depending (a) on its relation with other generic nventions, and (b) on its slot and 
the production of viewing habits in a type-audi e. This is the same point as that 
made in speech-act theory, according to w?Eic .'the ~e propositio~ conte?t' 
functious differently, and thus means so different, accordmg to its 
performative setting. Meaning is not content; i is place and function. 

Place and Function 

Let me retrieve my problem of games and ceJlelJlonials. In, for example, coun 
proceedings, the important stages or phases of ~ event can be said to be places 
(or times) marked out and occupied by diffe~t kinds of texts. The clerk of the 
court reads what counts as the title of the hearing,Ethe proper names in a conventional 
order that shows which is defendant and which p ecution. There is the choice and 
swearing in of the members of the jury, where app riate, and the judge's instructions 
to them, the opening addresses of the coun~ calling of witnesses and cross
examination, addresses to the jury, the jury's ~liberations, their recall and the 
pronouncement, the judge's address and passing df sentence. Each of these moments 
is a genre, though it may be occupied by sevettexts, and each of the texts will 
deploy a range of tactics. It is, of course, quite sible to isolate, say, all the texts 
pronounced by the prosecution counsel, or the udge, or a witness, and there are 
certain purposes - for instance, for the jury's debberations - which make this a useful 
thing to do. Anybody studying the career or persbnality of one of these participants 
would likewise need to make this set of choicesj rather than the choices governed 
strictly by generic criteria. Yet it would be mist~ to overlook the generic place 
of the texts, even in such a study, for to do so I would be to neglect th.e question 
of strategy - what is said, not said, and how represented - for the particular purposes 
dicta~ bY. a given 'place' in the proceedings. ~ understand the rules of the genre 
is to know when and where it is appropriate to do and say certain things, and to 
know that to do and say them at inappropriate eJaces and times is to run the risk 
of having them ruled oui. To use these rules withi is to apply questions of strategy 
to decisions of timing and the tactical plan of rhetoric. 

The same sorts of considerations bear on decision to use, for instance, the 
place of a speech at a graduation ceremony to e a statement about the funding 
of graduate study, or an after-dinner speech to$ the rug from under a beset and 
beleaguered politician. All sorts of things may said on such occasions: the genre 
of the after-dinner speech is not set by its inhe features so much as by the range 
of uses to whicl) this place can be put. Neverth~ps, _it must be stressed that 'place' 
in this sense is not empty, neutral, or uninf~. Just as with the television 
audiences, the roles of the two interlocutory ~cipants, their predictions and the 
kind of behaviour that is appropriate to them, 111,lC set by the occasion. These may 
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indeed detennine features inherent to the modes of address, and a text can be fruitfully 
studied for the way it constructs its audience positions. These may well be genre
specific, but a lot of work remains to be done before we find the most useful ways 
of describing them. What we can say, however, is that it is place, in the complex 
of meanings I have anempted to sketch out for this term, that determines the reading 
of linguistic or other formal features . It is most unlikely, however, that any linguistic 
feature taken in isolation could be held to be characteristic of a genre; rather, what 
Wt! might expect is that combinations of features might count as the conventional 
markers of a genre. It is a quite other question whether such combinations of features 
count as constitutive of a genre in the same way that the use of perfonnative verbs 
in the first person, present tense indicative mood indicate the typical cases of many 
speech acts. My argument leads me to suggest that it is place, rather, that constitutes 
genre. and that the functions and roles entailed by place determine the interlocutory 
structure of a genre. Conversely, if one of the tasks of a text is to mark itself 
generically in relation with others in order to get its partners to play ball in the 
appropriate manner, this can be said to constitute at least some of the parameters 
oi its place. 

Place and Framing 

The notion that our texts arise within ceremonials, and that their form is determined 
by their ceremonial place and function, can be restated to say that the ceremonial 
frames a time and space, setting it apart from others, and marking its specificity. 
The distinction I made earlier, between 'a game' and 'the playing of that game', can 
also be made between a piece of music and its performance, and a play and its 
performance. The performance in either case is not restricted to the players: it includes 
the c:onstitution of the audience, their assembly in particular time and place, and 
the rituals whereby that assembly marks the audience as audience, rather than as 
a collection of discrete units, setting them in position to make the playing possible. 
Reading a book, anending and giving lectures, diMer conversations, filling in forms, 
interviews . .. and a host of others are all ceremonial frames and/or the genres that 
occur within them. On this view. it is not stretching the point to argue that the 
publishing conventions that makes books the way they are - with covers, titles, 
bibliographical and cataloguing information, title pages, tables of contents, 
acknowledgements, prefaces by series editors, footnotes, indexes, glossaries, etc. 
- are notational frames for the ceremonies of reading. 1be variety of liminal and 
closing texts, their arrangement, and their formal features, have a great deal to do 
with the business of setting the genre of the text they enclose. A book is a material 
space, like an office or a classroom. Like books, the material arrangement of the 
space in which a text occurs has a bearing on the sense of that text and has a lot 
to do, necessarily, with the briefs we give the architects of the institutional, industrial, 
commercial and domestic spaces that design our signs. A discussion between two 
executives, one slightly superior in the company hierarchy to the other, will work 
differently. depending on whether the piece of furniture between them is a desk or 
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a lunch table, and depending on whether the desk is t e superior's or his subordinate's. 
The piece of furniture together with the other 'props' fietine a space and the ceremonial 
appropriate to it. It may well be that the panici~ts might try to have 'the same' 
discussion in both places, but the choice of one or another ceremonial alters the 
conditions of speech and understanding. We might be inclined to say that the choice 
of lunch for such business conversations is 'more relaxed', or a way of getting away 
from the formal rituals of the office with its hierarcijes; but I think this is misleading. 
We never leave the space of rituals for a space of non-rituals: we choose one ritual 
instead of another. 

It is clear in this example that the notion of 'g(lnre' and that of 'ceremonial' are 
effectively coextensive; but it is equally clear in the ~ ample of the court proceedings 
that this is not the case. Neither would it be useful to mak~ 'genre' and 'ceremonial' 
coincide when talking about the theatre, or abo t music. A sonata has formal 
properties which make it recognizable as a sonata inJthc printed score, differentiating 
i.t crucially from a concerto, in much the same w, y as this laner is differentiated 
from a sympho~_Y. Criteria such as solo vs. ?r~~tijal playing, the relation of soloi~t 
to the orchestra (outside the orchestra or w1thm 1t) l as well as the formal harmomc 
properties associated with instrumental arrangemqnts such a these, are important 
here. Some musical genres have effectively lapsed with the virtual disappearance 
of home entertainment, and in this case, too, it is i~ rtant to specify both the generic 
and the ceremonial criteria. Some genres, on the other hand, subsist in different 
ceremonials from the ones in which they conventionally arise. In such cases, they 
take with them the signs of the lost ceremony. con~g that ceremony and the social 
relations it governs. For all these reasons, the pro&lem of the formal properties of 
a genre will not go away. 

In the history of genre theory, it is a remarkable fact that we have not, by and 
large, felt the need to theorize or otherwise make explicit the features of those genres 
which are so thoroughly specified by their ceremqnial places that they seem self
evident. With the recent interest shown by linguisbij of discourse in these questions. 
this is changing. Discovering the implicit rules for tl)e self-evident is the very project 
of the ling!.list and the. sociol_lngaist! But traditional! genre theory rarely asked what 
the contitutive form of a prayer or a sermon was, ii and although certain questions 
about the rhetoric of preaching, pleading, and othe forms of public speaking were 
indeed the stock-in-trade of the treatises of oratory, these were broached as questions 
of etiquette and of tactics, as if the question of generi9 specificity was unproblematical. 
It seems that genre theory has only been concerned lO differentiate those genres that 
can oa:upy the same, or very similar places. So w~ve worried about the differences 
among the genres of the theatre, but not about th difference between novels and 
plays. Within the history of philosophy, and lib cataloguing, we had to worry 
about the difference between psychology and th philosophy of mind, placing 
considerable distance between them to signify Ju;t difference. And since the 
Renaissance, we have come to worry about the geqeric specificity of what we call 
'poetry', because the ceremonials defining the place qflyric verse (e.g .• accompanied 
recitation) have been lost. Verse itself has been said to be not constitutive of poetry. 
and following the loss of a musical setting, the typeseaing conventions have also been 
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disturbed: poetry has 'broken bounds' as it bas come to be read Wider material and 
cen211onial conditions very similar to those appropriate to the muling of prose fiction. 
The continual debate about 'prose' and 'poetry' is a debate about a contested boundary; 
but it is also the play for generic specificity within the SD11U! space. My very strong 
suspicion is that we can genenliz.e from this case: the question of lhe constitutive 
~tatus of formal featurCli arises when, and Q.J11¥ when, there is more 'than one _game 
posst"ble in a single ceremonial setting. 1> 

( . .. ] 

Finish 

The ceremonial of a game marks its ending: 'game, set and match'; applause; home; 
or 'back to squan: one'. I could attempt to maintain the fiction - ring the bell, propose 
the toast, or close the proceedings with a wave of the hand and an anthem. Yet there 
is a very important sense in which that would be inappropriate. My text is not a 
game, but a move in a game. It expects an uptake. 

In this place, this uptake could come from two apparently distinct, but effectively 
convergent quarters - the genre-theorists, or the curriculum developers and teachers. 
I have remarked previously that generic classifications can arise in a variety of 
settings, of which theories of discourse and the writing of a syllabus are only two. 
It is not only the classifications that can find themselves in lhese places. More 
imponantly, the principles adopted for taking 'genre' or 'a genre' as object and focus 
of an investigation both arise from the place of that investigation, and themselves 
have a bearing on the use that can be made of the classifications arising from them. 
It is in tenns of the principles underlying the very notion of genre that I have been 
playing my game. 

In the debate between the process-writing theorists and the linguists (see Sawyer 
and Watson 1987) and responses (Martin et al. 1987), the question is whether genre 
is caned 'primitive', i.e., whether it is basic to the form of a text, or peripheral. 
This cashes out in the debates about pedagogical strategy as to whether it can be 
taught as a set of rules, and practised in writing exercises, or wbelber on the contrary 
it is most appropriately added in during this process of refining the final drafts of 
a text. I agree with neither of these views. On the one hand, the assumptions that 
appear to underlie the process theory mobiliz.e an effective separation of'form' and 
'conrcnt'; apparently, we could learn the 'content' of science, for instance, and 
thereafter learn the appropriate expository forms. We d9 not, however, leam_tml. 
'conrcnt' of a game - whatever that could be - _and then. leam_jts niles • .A game -
and like~ a genre - is cons~tlllea by its rules and the tedmi41:JCII for implementing 
them. It 1s only for the special purposes of psychology that a game is thought of 
as a personal expressive activity; such things as chess and basketball are not usefully 
thought of as spontaneous behaviour regulated in a second phase by rules of the 
do and don't variety. 

To this extent, I agree with the linguists: my game analogy makes genre a central 
concept in the theory of discourse, and an informing concept in the constitution and 
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processing of texts. But - I now play my other .Joo -I cannot agree with them 
if their position is that it is linguistic forms that are constitutive of genre, and that 
teaching these forms will result in appropriate tex$. I have introduced the notion 
of the ceremonial and its attendant notion of 'placeiin order to make the point that 
_!ll!_lpge interacts with other semiotic systems to nn texts, and the conventions 
that mark a g~ derive from all of these. I woul concede that in texts that are 
predominantly verbal, it is frequently the linguistid fonns that secure uptake once 
the 'receiver' is positional in the right game. But ~ genre - the game of the text 
- is constituted by its ceremonial place, and this isl appropriated by the run range 
of semiotic systems available as strategies or enabl~ent conditions to that genre. 
It follows from this position that if we are to teach~~ effective practice of genres 
as the basis for writing and speakjng skills, it woul4 be wise to teach the run range 
of 'languages' - their rules, and the rules of their i111Fraction - that fonn any genre. 
This would vastly expand the list of ingredients, anf may even go some way in the 
direction of expounding the 'melbod' as well. Ev~ so, it would also be wise not 
to confuse the recipe with the rules of place and ~ropriateness, nor constitutive 
rules with regulative rules. 

My leJll expects an uptake; but it is also, i~f. an uptake - albeit a mite 
disobedient. I was asked to draw out the implicatiot}s of this way of thinking about 
genre for the practical purposes of curriculum design f1d classroom practice. I decline 
this clause of my brief, insofar as I can claim no C01jl1petence in these fields. I have 
chosen instead to repeat in this place what we know so well in others: that we don't 
learn to write until we can read. Here, I mean 'rCljd' in the very strongest sense. 

If writing is a craft (and there is no other definition of any strategic use to a 
teacher), then perhaps we should think about appre~ceship. An aspiring carpenter 
learns the job, acquiring a pracaice of tasks, tools and techniques. Particular techniques 
and tools are geared to kinds of tasks and materials. Poets and painters in the 
Renaissance taught their arts in just this way, delepting big toes and drapery to 
their pupils, and studying with them, in the work of their peers and predecessors, 
effects and the strategies for achieving them. 

Whether in the traditional academic disciplin9, or the vocationany oriented 
genres, doing the task effectively is the operative c'lterion. Not doing it effectively 
is, by contrast, socially disempowering. The undtj'standing of the task is surely 
crucial: what is its place, what are the interlocutory positions defined by this place, 
what are the functional requirements in the interc~ge of each of the interlocutory 
roles? If writing - or speech - involves discovering the practical difficulties likely 
to arise each time that kind of job is to be done, rt:cquiring an arsenal of tricks 
to deal with them, then 'reading' is part of the app nticeship. 

Knowing a genre is also knowing how to take it p: the manners are reciprocal. 
What do you do with a form, if you've never been &ught to fill one out? What do 
you do with theoretical writing, if all you have leamtjto read with is narrative? How 
do you take a parody, if you've never met parody or 'the genre that it spoofs? Using 
a text Js primarily a matter of understanding its g nre and the way it plays-ii -
recognizin..&-it..certainly, but also r_eadingjcs ~cs. i strategies, and its ceremonial 
place .. Leaming to write, equally. is learning to app priate and occupy a place in 
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relation to other texts, learning to ensure that the other chap will play the appropriate 
game with you, and learning to secure a useful uptake: the rules for playing, the 
rules of play, and the tricks of the trade. 

The questions start when you ask why - and how - you would play tennis in 
the classroom. Come to think of it, the wall of the back lav was a very wooden partner. 
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Notes 

I The notion hes been taken up and its use extended by Lyotard (1984). 
:! Cf. Todorov (1978), Bakhtin/Volosinov (1973). Derrida assumes the continuity of the 

two notions in his critique, 'The Law of Genre' (1980). 
3 [ 1994 update: On this argument, I had gone on to suggest in the original article that 'genres' 

and 'speech acts' were therefore not coextensive. I have modified my position on this. 
It may be that it is on the distinction between the formulaic and the non-formulaic that 
the class of 'speech acts' is established in practice; but it does not follow that thla practice 
is well or usefully theorized as a distinction between genre and speech act. Clearly, the 
formulaic and the non-formulaic define a range, not a clear-cut distinction; and equally 
clearly. a rhetoric of genre worked out, for example, in lerfflS of topoi, makes the diatinction 
umenable.) 

4 Halliday (1978); cf. the use made of Halliday's work by Frow (1980); and more recently 
by Kress (1985a, 1985b). Cf. also Martin and Rolhcry (1980). Halliday, as distinct from 
5ome of his followers, docs Invoke the notion of 'the semiotic system that constitutc:I the 
culture· (in Frow 1980: 73), but the assumption that this is a sing~ system, coupled with 
the failure to investigate its operations, results in a reduction of this notion to those of 
'contellt' and 'situation'. This is a simple tellt/context model, where 'text· is the output 
of two sets of rul«. linguistic and social. To name this latter 'social semiotic' changes 
very little in practice. For a critique of the notion of 'register' in terms of its inadequacy 
to deal with 'genre·, sec Reid (1987b). 

5 I 1994 update: J can-Marie Schaerfer (1983) has explored the ramifications of thi5 issue 
In a significanl anicle, 'Du tcxte au genre'.) 

6 Note that this requirement is not included in the notion that the rules of a game are the 
rules governing the pieces (e.g .• of chess) and the uses to which they c:an be put; cf. 
tyotard (1984: 10; glossing Wittgenstein). 

7 This claim i~ made on the basis of arguments contesting the place of 'discoune' in a model 
of the generation of texts, but muJaJis muJandis holds for genre as well. See Lee (n.d.). 

[ 1994 update: I now wish to nuance this statement in respect of 'being specific to a social 
setting': no genre is exclusive to one institutional or diacipliruuy setting. But it is clear 
tbat a genre might have.a 'home' setting, and that it can be adapted or cited in others; 
the hOmc setting might be a factor in the interpretability of the cited genre, while its citability 
is an assumption from the olde&l lradition of genre thcoiy, and is elaborated as a principle by 
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Derrida (1972). There is also the question of disciplines, which do develop their own 
rhetorics and behave like genres; see John S. Nelson ti al. ( 1987), in panicular the study 
then:in by Charles Bazerman of the style manual of the American Psychological Association. 
It is consistent with Lyotard's argument (in Le Di/Nrend), and with the logic of classification 
that J go on to expound in the following pages to consider disciplinary distinctions es 
coming under the same set of problems as genc;nc distinctions. The error. then, would 
consist in counting disciplines as sociological pbimomcna enjoying a distinct ontology that 
would pcnnit them to 'cause'fdetermine'fexplain' ~vc phenomena in some way. They 
may, however, like ceromoaiala, organize genrei into sets or fields which would account 
for (some of) the relations of uptake mentioned above.) 

8 [1994 update: Alistair Powler (1982) draws rruitfully on Wittgenstein's notion of'family 
resemblances' to deal with this aspect of generic: classes.) 

9 Department of Immigration and Ethnic Affairs, a~lication for entry for settlement. Form 
M 47 (8-78) 14, Attachment I, Chapter 12. frqnt of form. 

10 [1994 update: Well, we may 'know' a form, depellding on our previous training. Teachers 
of English as a Second Language to migrant pdups in Australia address this es one of 
the primarY practical literacy needs of their clients.) 

11 ( 1994 update: Latterly (1994) 'infotainment' hes milde its appearance in media commentary. 
showing that the 'mixed genre' occurs at the bolJlldar>' marking a crucial differentiation. 
See my argument concerning 'mixed doubles' itj Freadman and Macdonald (1992).) 

12 Such genres are, however, included in Prow's carca!>rization of discourse genres (1980: 75). 
13 [1994 update: A detailed argument along these Imes is made in respect of the historical 

emergence of 'prose' as a formal practice of writi11g. in Kittay and Godzich ( 1987). The 
historical argument com:eming the forms of wri!Jcn French in the Middle Ages is the 
revene of the story of reading practices in the post-~nt age where, I suggest, the distinction 
documented by Kittay and Godzich is partially co~apsed; but the theoretical implications 
of the two stories arc similar. Prose emerges as distinct category with the demise of 
the jongleur in medieval Europe, his loss of the io-in1titutional place of his power. 
and the rue of distinct rhetorical practices to gullrantee the authority and the stability 
of the text. Although Kittay and Godzich argue that this distinction 'exceeds the scope 
of genre· (p. xiii), I am inclined to think that the cl~ificatory mechanisms, and the relation 
of semiotic practices with them, are parallel and rmonstrate the same paradoxes.) 
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Chapter 4 

Rhetorical Commruty: 
The Cultural Bas" of Genre 

Carolyn R. Miller 

In my essay 'Genre as Social Action', I clauhed that a genre is a 'culni 
(Miller 1984: 164; corrected version Chap}2, this volume) that is i 
as a recurrent, significant action. At the time didn't think very careful!) 
I meant by 'cultural artefact'. I was, in part, iog to emphasize that a 
useful notion of genre should be grounded the conventions of disc• 
society CS1Bblishcs as ways of 'acting togethc (in Kenneth Burke's phra 
should look to ethn<><Btegorics of discounb rather than to the theort 
classifications that seemed to conttol most discussions of genre at the 

also, in part, groping toward an UDderslandin~f the problematic relations 
action and structure that. I now realize, has engaged many others in 
disciplines. 

I haven't written mucb about genre si then, although my convi, 
it organize much of my teaching; I think, or example, that there if 
specifically generic to be learned about wbaf it means to write a prog 
or an application letter, or a research articlc,J or even an essay. As I sa 

what we learn when we learn a genre is i\ot just a pattern of forms , 
a mclhod of achieving our own cods.J:leam, more important!! 
ends we may have .•• ; for the student, serve as keys to under& 
how to participate in the actions of a mmunity. (1984: 165). 

I don't necessarily know how to teach these · very directly, allhough 
a lot from people like Charles Bazerman, t.om Huckin, Leslie Oise, 
Swales. Since 1984 I've also come to app~te the effect that our un 
of genre has on the structure of curricula and, in particular, how th 
understand gcin as social action afflicts the ~cal first-year college writi 
in the United States; it turns what should be practical an of achieving 
into a productive an of making texts that fl certain fonoal requircnu 
and Jolliffe 1986: 378). 

But the opportunity for 'rethinking genre' this point is an especial 
one, for two reasons. First, I find that I can now clarify or at least cc 
better some issues I left unresolved in the earlier essay. And second, 




