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Speaking and Language Defense of Poetry is a profound exploration of the role of
language and speech in poetry by Paul Goodman. Goodman, a multifaceted thinker and
writer, delves into the intricate relationship between language, communication, and the art
of poetry itself. This article examines the key themes and concepts presented in Goodman's
work, highlighting his views on the significance of language in poetry and the broader
implications for understanding human communication.

Understanding Paul Goodman

Paul Goodman (1911-1972) was an American writer, poet, and social critic who made
significant contributions to various fields, including literature, education, and psychology.
His interdisciplinary approach allowed him to blend insights from different domains,
creating a unique perspective on language and its artistic expressions. Goodman's work
often reflects his deep concern for the human condition, emphasizing the importance of
authentic communication and the transformative power of art.

The Essence of Poetry

Goodman's exploration of poetry begins with a fundamental question: What constitutes
poetry? In his view, poetry is not merely a collection of words but an experience that
transcends traditional linguistic structures. He posits that poetry connects deeply with
human emotions, thoughts, and experiences, making it a vital form of expression. Key
aspects of his understanding of poetry include:

1. Emotional Resonance: Goodman argues that poetry should evoke strong feelings and
emotions, enabling readers to connect with their own experiences.
2. Authentic Expression: He emphasizes the importance of authenticity in poetic
expression, suggesting that poets must strive to communicate their inner truths.
3. Cultural Reflection: Poetry serves as a mirror to society, reflecting cultural values,
challenges, and aspirations.

Language as a Tool for Communication

Goodman emphasizes the significance of language as a primary tool for communication. He
believes that the way language is used in poetry can shape the reader's understanding and
interpretation. In his analysis, he identifies several crucial elements related to language in
poetry:



The Power of Words

Words are not just vessels for meaning; they carry emotional weight and cultural
significance. Goodman argues that poets must be mindful of their word choices, as each
word can evoke specific feelings and associations. The power of words in poetry can be
understood through the following points:

- Connotative Meaning: Words often have meanings beyond their literal definitions, carrying
connotations that can enhance the emotional depth of a poem.
- Imagery and Symbolism: Poets use imagery and symbolism to create vivid mental
pictures, allowing readers to experience the poem on multiple levels.
- Rhythm and Sound: The musicality of language in poetry adds an auditory dimension that
can influence how the poem is perceived.

Speaking and the Oral Tradition

Goodman highlights the importance of the spoken word in the tradition of poetry. He
contends that poetry has its roots in oral culture, where performance and recitation were
integral to the poetic form. This oral tradition emphasizes several key aspects:

1. Engagement with Audience: Spoken poetry requires a direct connection with the
audience, fostering a sense of community and shared experience.
2. Memorability: The rhythm, rhyme, and cadence of spoken poetry make it easier to
remember, allowing for the transmission of cultural narratives.
3. Dynamic Interpretation: Oral poetry allows for spontaneous interpretation and variation,
enabling poets to adapt their work to different contexts and audiences.

The Interplay of Language and Meaning

One of the central themes in Goodman's defense of poetry is the interplay between
language and meaning. He argues that poetry challenges conventional notions of language
and encourages readers to engage with words in innovative ways.

Subverting Conventional Language

Goodman believes that poetry has the power to subvert conventional language and
meaning. By bending the rules of grammar and syntax, poets can create new meanings and
evoke fresh perspectives. Some of the ways in which poetry subverts language include:

- Imagery and Metaphor: Poets often employ imagery and metaphor to create connections
that may not be immediately apparent, inviting readers to explore deeper meanings.
- Ambiguity and Paradox: The use of ambiguity and paradox in poetry can challenge
readers to grapple with conflicting interpretations, enriching their understanding of the
text.



- Neologism: Poets sometimes invent new words or phrases, expanding the linguistic
landscape and encouraging readers to think beyond established norms.

Language as a Living Entity

Goodman views language as a living entity that evolves over time. He asserts that poetry
reflects the dynamic nature of language, capturing shifts in culture, society, and human
experience. This perspective highlights several important aspects:

- Cultural Evolution: Language changes in response to cultural shifts, and poetry serves as a
record of these transformations.
- Personal Voice: Each poet brings their unique voice to language, contributing to the
richness and diversity of poetic expression.
- Interdisciplinary Connections: Language intersects with various fields, including
psychology, sociology, and philosophy, allowing poetry to engage with a wide range of
human experiences.

The Role of the Poet

In Goodman's defense of poetry, the role of the poet is crucial. He sees poets as individuals
who bear the responsibility of articulating the complexities of human existence. The poet's
role encompasses several key responsibilities:

Chronicler of Human Experience

Goodman suggests that poets act as chroniclers of the human experience, capturing the
nuances of life in their work. They have the ability to express emotions, thoughts, and
observations that resonate with readers. This role entails:

- Observational Skills: Poets must cultivate keen observational skills to notice the subtleties
of life and articulate them effectively.
- Empathy: A deep sense of empathy allows poets to connect with diverse human
experiences, making their work relatable to a broad audience.
- Courage to Speak Truth: Poets often confront uncomfortable truths, challenging societal
norms and encouraging critical reflection.

Bridge Between Cultures

Goodman believes that poets serve as bridges between cultures, facilitating communication
and understanding across diverse backgrounds. This aspect of the poet's role involves:

- Cultural Exchange: Poets can draw on their cultural heritage while engaging with the
traditions and experiences of others.



- Universal Themes: By addressing universal themes such as love, loss, and identity, poets
can resonate with readers regardless of their cultural context.
- Fostering Dialogue: Poets can encourage dialogue and discourse, promoting a deeper
understanding of varied perspectives.

Conclusion

In his examination of the speaking and language defense of poetry, Paul Goodman presents
a compelling case for the significance of language in the poetic realm. He explores the
emotional resonance of words, the power of the spoken tradition, and the interplay
between language and meaning. By emphasizing the role of the poet as a chronicler of
human experience and a bridge between cultures, Goodman illuminates the transformative
potential of poetry. As readers engage with poetry, they are invited to reflect on their own
experiences, fostering a deeper connection to language and the art of expression.
Ultimately, Goodman's insights remind us of the enduring power of poetry to capture the
complexities of the human experience and inspire meaningful communication.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of Paul Goodman's 'Speaking
and Language: Defense of Poetry'?
The central theme of Goodman's work is the exploration of the role of language and poetry
in human expression, communication, and the importance of poetry in understanding and
conveying complex human experiences.

How does Goodman define poetry in his essay?
Goodman defines poetry as a form of language that transcends mere communication,
serving as a medium for emotional depth, cultural reflection, and the exploration of human
consciousness.

What significance does Goodman attribute to the act of
speaking in relation to poetry?
Goodman emphasizes that speaking is a fundamental aspect of poetry, suggesting that the
rhythm, tone, and cadence of spoken language enhance the emotional and aesthetic
experience of poetry.

In what ways does Goodman argue that poetry can
contribute to social change?
Goodman argues that poetry can inspire critical thought, evoke empathy, and challenge
societal norms, thereby serving as a catalyst for social change and personal transformation.



What role does Goodman believe intuition plays in the
creation and appreciation of poetry?
Goodman believes intuition is essential in both creating and appreciating poetry, as it
allows individuals to connect with deeper meanings and emotions that may not be fully
articulated through rational thought.

How does Goodman address the relationship between
language and reality in his work?
Goodman explores the idea that language shapes our perception of reality, asserting that
poetry can reveal different dimensions of truth and understanding that are often overlooked
in everyday discourse.

What impact did 'Speaking and Language: Defense of
Poetry' have on the field of literary criticism?
Goodman's essay has had a significant impact on literary criticism by challenging
conventional views of poetry, advocating for a deeper appreciation of linguistic nuances,
and promoting the idea that poetry is a vital form of human expression.
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