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Paul Goodman's
Speaking and
Language Defence of
Poetry: A Deep Dive
Paul Goodman, a prominent 20th-century writer and
social critic, didn't just appreciate poetry; he
actively championed it as a vital force in shaping
individual consciousness and societal progress. His
defense of poetry wasn't a mere aesthetic
preference; it was a deeply philosophical and
political argument rooted in his understanding of
language, communication, and the human
condition. This exploration delves into Goodman's
unique perspective, examining his compelling case
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for poetry's enduring relevance in a world
increasingly dominated by instrumentalized
language and technological mediation. We will
explore key aspects of his work, including his
emphasis on authentic expression, his critique of
instrumental language, his vision of poetry's
social function, his focus on oral tradition, and
his insights into the relationship between
language and experience.

Goodman's Critique of
Instrumental Language
Goodman's defense of poetry begins with a sharp
critique of what he termed "instrumental
language"—the language of efficiency,
manipulation, and power. This is the language of
advertising, bureaucracy, and much of modern
political discourse. He saw this type of language as
dehumanizing, reducing individuals to mere cogs in
a vast, impersonal system. He argued that this
instrumental language, prioritizing functionality over
meaning, stifled authentic expression and created a
gap between genuine human experience and the
words used to describe it. Goodman contrasted this
with the expressive power of poetry, which he saw
as a means of bridging this gap, allowing for a more
nuanced and truthful engagement with the world.
This resonates with contemporary concerns about
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misinformation and the erosion of trust in public
discourse. The lack of authentic communication,
Goodman would argue, is a direct consequence of
prioritizing instrumental language over genuine
expression.

Poetry as Authentic Expression
and Social Commentary
Goodman viewed poetry not merely as an aesthetic
pursuit but as a vital form of social and political
commentary. He believed that poetry, at its best,
offered a powerful counterpoint to the instrumental
language of power structures. By employing vivid
imagery, metaphor, and unconventional syntax,
poetry could cut through the clichés and
euphemisms that often obscure truth and injustice.
This commitment to authentic expression is a
central pillar of Goodman's poetic philosophy. He
didn't advocate for a purely escapist or emotionally
indulgent form of poetry; rather, he championed
poetry that engaged directly with the social and
political realities of its time, challenging
assumptions and prompting critical reflection. He
saw poetry as a space where marginalized voices
could be heard, where dissenting opinions could be
articulated, and where uncomfortable truths could
be explored without the constraints of instrumental
language's limitations.
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The Oral Tradition and the
Power of Spoken Word
Goodman's appreciation for the oral tradition
further highlights his emphasis on the performative
aspect of language. He recognized the unique power
of spoken poetry, its ability to connect directly with
an audience through voice, intonation, and rhythm.
In a world increasingly mediated by technology, he
saw the oral tradition as a potent antidote to the
alienation and depersonalization fostered by mass
media. The spoken word, for Goodman, embodies a
directness and immediacy absent in written text
alone. This is why he saw the spoken word as
integral to the authentic expression and
engagement he valued in poetry. His emphasis on
performance underscores the importance of poetry's
embodied nature – it's not simply about the words
on the page, but also about the experience of
hearing and sharing those words.

Poetry's Role in Fostering
Community and Empathy
Goodman’s vision extended beyond individual
expression. He saw poetry as crucial for fostering
community and empathy. The shared experience of
listening to or reading poetry, he argued, could
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create a sense of connection and understanding
amongst individuals. This shared engagement with
language and experience could build bridges across
differences, fostering empathy and promoting social
cohesion. He believed that poetry could help us to
step outside our own perspectives and understand
the experiences of others, fostering a more just and
compassionate society. This emphasis on poetry's
social function remains deeply relevant in today's
increasingly fragmented and polarized world.

Conclusion: The Enduring
Relevance of Goodman's
Defence
Paul Goodman's defense of poetry is not a nostalgic
yearning for a bygone era but a prescient critique of
the pervasive instrumentalization of language in
modern society. His insights into the power of
authentic expression, the limitations of instrumental
language, the significance of the oral tradition, and
poetry's social role continue to resonate deeply.
Goodman's work reminds us that poetry is not
simply an aesthetic pursuit; it's a vital tool for
understanding ourselves, connecting with others,
and engaging critically with the world around us. His
call for a more humane and expressive use of
language remains a powerful challenge to the
dominant forces that shape our communication



Speaking And Language Defence Of Poetry By Paul
Goodman

Speaking And Language Defence Of Poetry By Paul
Goodman

6

today.

Frequently Asked Questions
(FAQ)
Q1: How does Goodman's defense of poetry
relate to his broader social and political
thought?

A1: Goodman's defense of poetry is inextricably
linked to his broader critique of modern society. He
saw the dehumanizing effects of instrumental
language as a symptom of a larger societal malaise,
characterized by alienation, conformity, and the
suppression of individual expression. Poetry, for
Goodman, offered a powerful antidote to these
trends, promoting authenticity, community, and
critical engagement with the world. His belief in
participatory democracy and community-based
action finds a parallel in his belief in the communal
aspect of poetry's appreciation and creation.

Q2: What are some examples of poets or
poetic styles that would align with Goodman's
views?

A2: While Goodman doesn't explicitly endorse
specific poets, those who prioritize directness,
emotional honesty, and social engagement would
likely resonate with his perspective. Poets like Walt
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Whitman, with his focus on democratic ideals and
inclusive language, or Allen Ginsberg, whose work
often challenged societal norms and gave voice to
marginalized communities, exemplify aspects of
Goodman's vision. Poets who engage in
performance poetry and emphasize the spoken
word would also align closely with his emphasis on
the oral tradition.

Q3: How can Goodman's ideas be applied in
contemporary education?

A3: Goodman's ideas can be incorporated into
education by emphasizing creative writing,
performance poetry, and critical analysis of
language. Students should be encouraged to
express themselves authentically, to analyze the
subtle ways language is used to manipulate and
control, and to engage with poetry as a powerful
means of social commentary. Incorporating spoken
word poetry into classrooms can directly address
Goodman's emphasis on the oral tradition.

Q4: What are some limitations or criticisms of
Goodman's perspective?

A4: Some critics might argue that Goodman's
emphasis on authenticity can be overly idealistic or
subjective. The definition of "authentic expression"
can be debated, and some might find his critique of
instrumental language too sweeping. Moreover, his
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focus on the oral tradition might neglect the
enduring value of written poetry and its role in
preserving and transmitting cultural heritage.

Q5: How can we foster a greater appreciation
for poetry in a technologically driven world?

A5: We can foster a greater appreciation for poetry
by actively promoting its performance and
accessibility. This involves supporting spoken word
events, integrating poetry into diverse community
settings, using digital platforms to share poetry, and
emphasizing poetry's relevance to contemporary
social and political issues. Making poetry more
accessible and engaging in different formats is
crucial.

Q6: Does Goodman's work have relevance for
contemporary political discourse?

A6: Absolutely. Goodman's critique of instrumental
language resonates deeply with contemporary
concerns about political rhetoric, misinformation,
and the manipulation of public opinion. His
emphasis on authentic communication and critical
engagement is a crucial antidote to the often-
deceptive language used in political campaigns and
media coverage.

Q7: How does Goodman's view of poetry differ
from purely aesthetic approaches?
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A7: Goodman's approach moves beyond a purely
aesthetic evaluation of poetry. While he
acknowledges the artistic merit of poetry, he
emphasizes its social and political dimensions. For
Goodman, poetry's value is not solely determined by
its beauty or technical skill but also by its capacity
to foster authentic communication, challenge power
structures, and promote social justice.

Q8: What are some practical ways to
incorporate Goodman's ideas into our own
lives?

A8: We can apply Goodman's ideas by actively
engaging with poetry, both as readers and writers.
We can consciously strive for more authentic
communication in our daily interactions, questioning
the ways language is used to manipulate or obscure
truth. We can also support initiatives that promote
spoken word poetry and bring poetry into diverse
community contexts.

A Tapestry of Words: Exploring
Paul Goodman's Defense of
Poetry Through Language and
Speech
Paul Goodman's perspectives on poetry transcend
mere aesthetic critique. His defense isn't simply a
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argument for poetry's enduring relevance; it's a
powerful assertion of its essential role in molding
individual and collective life. Goodman, a fertile
writer and political commentator, viewed poetry not
as a superficial pursuit, but as a crucial instrument
for cultural transformation. This article will delve
into the heart of Goodman's thesis, examining how
he utilized the means of language and speech to
champion the strength of poetry.

Goodman's advocacy is rooted in his conviction in
the inherent inherent capacity for innovation. He
saw poetry as a primary manifestation of this
inventive spirit, a method of articulating complex
emotions and thoughts that surpass the limitations
of everyday language. For Goodman, poetry wasn't
merely a group of skillfully-written lines; it was a
dynamic energy that tested established beliefs and
stimulated thoughtful engagement with the
universe.

He asserted that the spoken word, particularly in the
framework of poetry, holds a unique capacity to link
with the audience on an emotional level that written
language often fails to reach. The cadence, the
pitch, the silences – these components of spoken
poetry create a dynamic experience that resonates
deeply within the person. Goodman's attention on
the presentational aspect of poetry highlights its
capacity to evoke powerful emotions and promote a
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sense of common experience.

This emphasis on the spoken word isn't merely a
matter of style; it reflects Goodman's broader
theoretical dedication to the capacity of society and
democratic engagement. He believed that poetry,
when recited aloud, could connect gaps, cultivate
discussion, and create a feeling of common purpose.
His vision of a flourishing society was one in which
poetic expression was not a treat, but a basic
entitlement and a necessary part of vibrant social
life.

Goodman's thoughts resonate even today, in an era
defined by increasing fragmentation. The power of
spoken word poetry, often witnessed in spoken word
competitions and presentations, illustrates the
lasting relevance of his insights. The ability of
poetry to give expression to the silenced, to
confront inequality, and to motivate faith remains as
strong as ever.

In conclusion, Paul Goodman's advocacy of poetry is
not merely a literary thesis; it's a cultural manifesto.
By stressing the power of language and speech,
Goodman revealed the essential role of poetry in
shaping both the self and culture. His writings serve
as a forceful reminder of poetry's continued
capacity to confront, to inspire, and to connect us
all.
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Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

1. What is the central argument in Goodman's
defense of poetry? Goodman's central argument
is that poetry, particularly when spoken, is not a
mere aesthetic pursuit but a vital tool for social
transformation, fostering critical thinking,
community building, and emotional expression.

2. How does Goodman connect poetry to social
change? Goodman believes that the shared
experience of spoken poetry can bridge social
divisions, encourage dialogue, and empower
marginalized voices, contributing to a more just and
democratic society.

3. What is the significance of Goodman's
emphasis on spoken poetry? The emphasis on
spoken poetry highlights the dynamic, performative
aspect of poetry, emphasizing its capacity to
connect with audiences on an emotional level and
create shared experiences impossible through
written text alone.

4. Is Goodman's defense of poetry relevant
today? Absolutely. In a fragmented world,
Goodman's insights into the power of poetry to build
community, challenge injustice, and foster critical
thinking remain profoundly relevant. The continued
popularity of spoken word poetry demonstrates this
enduring relevance.
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5. How can we apply Goodman's ideas in
practice? We can actively engage with and support
spoken word poetry, encourage creative expression
in schools and communities, and foster
environments where diverse voices and
perspectives can be heard and shared through
poetry.
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