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B Chapter 7

M.M. Bakhtin

" THE PROBLEM OF SPEECH GENRES

' LL THE DIVERSE AREAS of human activity involve the use of

- Alanguage. Quite understandably, the nature and forms of this use are
~ just as diverse as are the areas of human activity. This, of course, in no way
* disaffirms the national unity of language. Language is realized in the form of
individual concrete utterances (oral and written) by participants in the various
reas of human activity. These utterances reflect the specific conditions and
oals of each such area not only through their content (thematic) and linguistic
style, that is, the selection of the lexical, phraseological, and grammatical
- resources of the language, but above all through their compositional struc-
ture. All three of these aspects — thematic content, style, and compositional
structure — are inseparably linked to the whole of the utterance and are equally
etermined by the specific nature of the particular sphere of communication.
ch separate utterance is individual, of course, but each sphere in which

anguage is used develops its own relatively stable types of these utterances.
ese we may call speech genres.

The wealth and diversity of speech genres are boundless because the
ious possibilities of human activity are inexhaustible, and because each
here of activity contains an entire repertoire of speech genres that differ-
entiate and grow as the particular sphere develops and becomes more
complex. Special emphasis should be placed on the extreme heterogeneity of
peech genres (oral and written). In fact, the category of speech genres should
lude short rejoinders of daily dialogue (and these are extremely varied
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122 M.M. BAKHTIN

depending on the subject matter, situation, and participants), everyday narra-
tion, writing (in all its various forms), the brief standard military command,
the elaborate and detailed order, the fairly variegated repertoire of business
documents (for the most part standard), and the diverse world of commen-
tary (in the broad sense of the word: social, political). And we must also
include here the diverse forms of scientific statements and all literary genres
(from the proverb to the multivolume novel). It might seem that speech
genres are so heterogeneous that they do not have and cannot have a single
common level at which they can be studied. [...] One might think that
such functional heterogeneity makes the common features of speech genres
excessively abstract and empty. This probably explains why the general
problem of speech genres has never really been raised. Literary genres have
been studies more than anything else. But from antiquity to the present, they
have been studied in terms of their specific literary and artistic features, in
terms of the differences that distinguish one from the other (within the realm
of literature), and not as specific types of utterances distinct from other types,
but sharing with them a common verbal (language) nature. The general
linguistic problem of the utterance and its types has hardly been considered
at all. [...]

A clear idea of the nature of the utterance in general and of the
peculiarities of the various types of utterances (primary and secondary), that
is, of various speech genres, is necessary, we think, for research in any special
area. To ignore the nature of the utterance or to fail to consider the pecu-
liarities of generic subcategories of speech in any area of linguistic study leads
to perfunctoriness and excessive abstractness, distorts the historicity of the
research, and weakens the link between language and life. After all, language
enters life through concrete utterances (which manifest language) and life
enters language through concrete utterances as well. The utterance is an
exceptionally important node of problems.

Any style is inseparably related to the utterance and to typical forms of
utterances, that is, speech genres. Any utterance — oral or written, primar)’
or secondary, and in any sphere of communication — is individual and there-
fore can reflect the individuality of the speaker (or writer); that is, it possesses
individual style. But not all genres are equally conducive to reflecting the
individuality of the speaker in the language of the utterance, that is, to an
individual style. The most conducive genres are those of artistic literature:
here the individual style enters directly into the very task of the utterance,
and this is one of its main goals (but even within artistic literature various
genres offer different possibilities for expressing individuality in language

and various aspects of individuality). The least favorable conditions for
reﬂecting individuality in language obtain in speech genres that require a
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standard form, for example, many kinds of business documents, military
commands, verbal signals in industry, and so on. Here one can reflect only
the most superficial, almost biologicel aspects of individuality (mainly in the
oral manifestation of these standard types of utterances). In the vast majority
e of spccch genres (except for literary-artistic ones), the individual style does
g not enter into the intent of the utterance, does not serve as its only goal,
‘ but is, as it were, an epiphenomenon of the utterance, one of its by-
products. Various genres can reveal various layers and facets of the individual
Personality, and individual style can be found in various interrelations with
the national language. The very problem of the national and the individual
in language is basically the problem of the utterance (after all, only here, in
the utterance, is the national language embodied in individual form). The
very determination of style in general, and individual style in particular,
requires decper study of both the nature of the utterance and the diversity
of speech genres.

[ ]

It is especially harmful to separate style from genre when elaborating
historical problems. Historical changes in language styles are inseparably
~ linked to changes in speech genres. Literary language is a complex, dynamic
stem of linguistic styles. The proportions and interrelations of these styles
~ in the system of literary language are constantly changing. Literary language,
hich also includes nonliterary styles, is an even more complex system, and
s organized on different bases. In order to puzzle out the complex histor-
ical dynamics of these systems and move from a simple (and, in the majority
‘of cases, superficial) description of styles, which are always in evidence and
ternating with one another, to a historical explanation of these changes,
one must develop a special history of speech genres (and not only secondary,
but also primary ones) that reflects more directly, clearly, and flexibly
¢ changes taking place in social life. Utterances and their types, that is,
ech genres, are the drive belts from the history of society to the history
language. There is not a single new pheomenon (phonetic, lexical, or
atical) that can enter the system of language without having traversed
long and complicated path of generic—stylistic testing and modification.
In each epoch, certain speech genres set the tone or the development of
rary language. And these speech genres are not only secondary (literary,
mentarial, and scientific), but also primary (certain types of oral
ogue — of the salon, of one’s own circle, and other types as well, such
niliar, family — everyday, sociopolitical, philosophical, and so on). Any
sion of the literary language that results from drawing on various
aliterary strata of the national language inevitably entails some degree of
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penetration into all genres of written language (literary, scientific, commen-
tarial, conversational, and so forth) to a greater or lesser degree, and entails
new generic devices for the construction of the speech whole, its finaliza-
tion, the accommodation of the listener or partner, and so forth. This leads
to a more or less fundamental restructuring and renewal of speech genres,

[..]

Still current in linguistics are such fictions as the “listener” and “under-
stander” (partners of the “speaker”), the “unified speech flow,” and so on,
These fictions produce a completely distorted idea of the complex and multi-
faceted process of active speech communication. Courses in general linguistics
(even serious ones like Saussure’s) frequently present graphic-schematic
depictions of the two partners in speech communication — the speaker and
the listener (who perceives the speech) — and provide diagrams of the active
speech processes of the speaker and the corresponding passive processes of
the listener’s perception and understanding of the speech. One cannot say
that these diagrams are false or that they do not correspond to certain aspects
of reality. But when they are put forth as the actual whole of speech commu-
nication, they become a scientific fiction. The fact is that when the listencr
perceives and understands the meaning (the language meaning) of speech, he
simultaneously takes an active, responsive attitude toward it. He either agreces
or disagrees with it (completely or partially), augments it, applies it, prepares
for its execution, and so on. And the listener adopts this responsive attitude
for the entire duration of the process of listening and understanding, from
the very beginning — sometimes literally from the speaker’s first word. Any
understanding of live speech, a live utterance, is inherently responsive,
although the degree of this activity varies extremely. Any understanding is
imbued with response and necessarily elicits it in one form or another: the
listener becomes the speaker.[. . .]

Moreover, any speaker is himself a respondent to a greater or lesser
degree. He is not, after all, the first speaker, the one who disturbs the eternal
silence of the universe. And he presupposes not only the existence of the
language system he is using, but also the existence of preceding utterances
— his own and others’ — with which his given utterance enters into one kind
of relation or another (builds on them, polemicizes with them, or simply
presumes that they are already known to the listener). Any utterance is a
link in a very complexly organized chain of other utterances.

[..]

The boundaries of each concrete utterance as a unit of specch
communication are determined by a change of speaking subjects, that is, a change
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of speakers. Any utterance — from a short (single-word) rejoinder in everyday
dialogue to the large novel or scientific treatise — has, so to speak, an absolute
beginning and an absolute end: its beginning is preceded by the utterances
of others, and its end is followed by the responsive utterances of others (or,
although it may be silent, others’ active responsive understanding, or, finally,
a responsive action based on this understanding). The speaker ends his utter-
ance in order to relinquish the floor to the other or to make room for the
other’s active responsive understanding. The utterance is not a conventional
unit, but a real unit, clearly delimited by the change of speaking subjects,
which ends by relinquishing the floor to the other, as if with a silient, dixi,
perceived by the listeners (as a sign) that the speaker has finished.

This change of speaking subjects, which creates clear-cut boundaries of
the utterance, varies in nature and acquires different forms in the hetero-
geneous spheres of human activity and life, depending on the functions
of language and on the conditions and situations of communication. One
observes this change of speaking subjects most simply and clearly in actual
dialogue where the utterances of the interlocutors or partners in dialogue
(which we shall call rejoinders) alternate. Because of its simplicity and
clarity, dialogue is a classic form of speech communication. Each rejoinder,
regardless of how brief and abrupt, has a specific quality of completion that
expresses a particular position of the speaker, to which one may respond or
may assume, with respect to it, a responsive position. But at the same time
rejoinders are all linked to one another. And the sort of relations that exist
among rejoinders of dialogue — relations between question and answer, asser-
tion and objection, assertion and agreement, suggestion and acceptance, order
and execution, and so forth — are impossible among units of language (words
and sentences), either in the system of language (in the vertical cross
section) or within the utterance (on the horizontal plane). These specific rela-
tions among rejoinders in a dialogue are only subcategories of specific
relations among whole utterances in the process of speech communication.
These relations are possible only among utterances of different speech
subjects; they presuppose other (with respect to the speaker) participants in
speech communication. The relations among whole utterances cannot be
treated grammatically since, we repeat, such relations are impossible among
units of language, and not only in the system of language, but within the
utterance as well.

0

Complexly structured and specialized works of various scientific and
genres, in spite of all the ways in which they differ from rejoinders
in dialoguc, are by nature the same kind of units of speech communication.

artistic
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They, too, are clearly demarcated by a change of speaking subjects, and these
boundaries, while retaining their external clarity, acquire here a special internal
aspect because the speaking subject — in this case, the author of the work
manifests his own individuality in his style, his world-view, and in all aspects
of the design of his work. This imprint of individuality marking the work
also creates special internal boundaries that distinguish this work from other
works connected with it in the overall processes of speech communication
in that particular cultural sphere: from the works of predecessors on whom
the author relies, from other works of the same school, from the works of
opposing schools with which the author is contending, and so on.

The work, like the rejoinder in dialogue, is oriented toward the responsc
of the other (others), toward his active responsive understanding, which can
assume various forms: educational influence on the readers, persuasion of
them, critical responses, influence on followers and successors, and so on,
It can determine others’ responsive positions under the complex conditions
of speech communication in a particular cultural sphere. The work is a link
in the chain of a speech communion. Like the rejoinder in a dialogue, it is
related to other work-utterances: both those to which it responds and thosc
that respond to it. At the same time, like the rejoinder in a dialogue, it is
separated from them by the absolute boundaries created by a change of
speaking subjects.

The speaker’s speech will is manifested primarily in the choice of a partic-
ular speech genre. This choice is determined by the specific nature of the given
sphere of speech communication, semantic (thematic) considerations, the
concrete situation of the speech communication, the personal composition
of its participants, and so on. And when the speaker’s speech plan with all
its individuality and subjectivity is applied and adapted to a chosen genre, it
is shaped and developed within a certain generic form. Such genres exist
above all in the great and multifarious sphere of everyday oral communication,
including the most familiar and the most intimate.

We speak only in definite speech genres, that is, all our utterances have
definite and t‘elativcly stable typi(:‘anrmx (jﬂconstruction grthc whole. Our reper-
toire of oral (and written) speech genres is rich. We use them confidently
and skillfully in practice, and it is quite possible for us not even to suspect
their existence in theory. Like Moliére’s Monsieur Jourdain who, when

speaking in prose, had no idea that was what he was doing; we speak in
diverse genres without suspecting that they exist. Even in the most free, the
most unconstrained conversation, we cast our speech in definite genvril'
forms, sometimes rigid and trite ones, sometimes more flexible, plastic, and
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creative ones (everyclay communication also has creative genres at its
disposal). We are given these speech genres in almost the same way that we
are given our native language, which we master fluently long before we begin
to study grammar. We know our native language — its lexical composition
and grammatical structure — not from dictionaries and grammars but from
concrete utterances that we hear and that we ourselves reproduce in live
speech communication with people around us. We assimilate forms of
language only in forms of utterances and in conjunction with these forms.
The forms of language and the typical forms of utterances, that is, speech
genres, enter our experience and our consciousness together, and in close
connection with one another. To learn to speak means to learn to construct
utterances (because we speak in utterances and not in individual sentences,
and, of course, not in individual words). Speech genres organize our speech
in almost the same way as grammatical (syntactical) forms do.

o

The generic forms in which we cast our speech, of course, differ essen-
tially from language forms. The latter are stable and compulsory (normative)
for the speaker, while generic forms are much more flexible, plastic, and
free. Speech genres are very diverse in this respect. A large number of genres
that arc widespread in everyday life are so standard that the speaker’s indi-
vidual speech will is manifested only in its choice of a particular genre, and,
pcrhnps, in its expressive intonation, Such, for example, are the various
everyday genres of greetings, farewells, congratulations, all kinds of wishes,
information about health, business, and so forth. These genres are so diverse
because they differ depending on the situation, social position, and personal
interrelations of the participants in the communication. These genres have
high, strictly official, respectful forms as well as familiar ones. And there are
forms with varying degrees of familiarity, as well as intimate forms (which
differ from familiar ones). These genres also require a certain tone; their
structure includes a certain expressive intonation. These genres, particularly
the high and official ones, are compulsory and extremely stable. The speech
will is usually limited here to a choice of a particular genre. And only slight
nuances of expressive intonation (one can take a drier or more respectful
tone, a colder or warmer one; one can introduce the intonation of joy, and
s0 forth) can express the speaker’s individuality (his emotional speech intent).
But even here it is to re-accentuate genres. This is typical of speech commu-
nication: thus, for example, the generic form of greeting can move from the
official sphere into the sphere of familiar communication, that is, it can be
used with parodic-ironic re-accentuation. To a similar end, one can deliber-
ately mix genres from various spheres.
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In addition to these standard genres, of course, freer and more creative
genres of oral speech communication have existed and still exist: genres of
salon conversations about everyday, social, aesthetic, and other subjects,
genres of table conversation, intimate conversations among friends, intimate
conversations within the family, and so on. (No list of oral speech genrcs
yet exists, or even a principle on which such a list might be based.) The
majority of these genres are subject to free creative reformulation (like artistic
genres, and some, perhaps, to a greater degree). But to use a genre freely
and creatively is not the same as to create a genre from the beginning; genrcs
must be fully mastered in order to be manipulated freely.

[..]

Any utterance is a link in the chain of speech communion. It is the active
position of the speaker in one referentially semantic sphere or another.
Therefore, each utterance is characterized primarily by a particular referen-
tially semantic content. The choice of linguistic means and speech genre is
determined primarily by the referentially semantic assignments (plan) of the
speech subject (or author). This is the first aspect of the utterance that deter-
mines its compositional and stylistic features.

The second aspect of the utterance that determines its composition and
style is the expressive aspect, that is, the speaker’s subjective emotional eval-
uation of the referentially semantic content of his utterance. The expressive
aspect has varying significance and varying degrees of force in various sphercs
of speech communication, but it exists everywhere. There can be no such
thing as an absolutely neutral utterance. The speaker’s evaluative attitude
toward the subject of his speech (regardless of what his subject may be) also
determines the choice of lexical, grammatical, and compositional means of
the utterance. The individual style of the utterance is determined primarily
by its expressive aspect. This is generally recognized in the area of stylistics.
Certain investigators even reduce style directly to the emotionally evaluative
aspect of speech.

When selecting words, we proceed from the planned whole of our utter-
ance, and this whole that we have planned and created is always expressivc.
The utterance is what radiates its expression (rather, our expression) to the
word we have selected, which is to say, invests the word with the expres-
sion of the whole. And we select the word because of its meaning, which is
not in itself expressive but which can accommodate or not accommodate our

expressive goals in combination with other words, that is, in combination
with the whole of our utterance. The neutral meaning of the word al’)pliL'l]
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to a particular actual reality under particular real conditions of speech
communication creates a spark of expression. And, after all, this is precisely
what takes place in the process of creating an utterance.[. . .]

A spcech genre is not a form of language, but a typical form of utter-
ance; as such the genre also includes a certain typical kind of expression that
inheres in it. In the genre, the word acquires a particular typical expression.
Genres correspond to typical situations of speech communication, typical
themes, and, consequently, also to particular contacts between the meanings
of words and actual concrete reality under certain typical circumstances.
Hence also the possibility of typical expressions that seem to adhere to words.
This typical expression (and the typical intonation that corresponds to it)
does not have that force of compulsoriness that language forms have. [. . .]
Speech genres in general submit fairly easily to re-accentuation, the sad can
be made jocular and gay, but as a result something new is achieved (for
example, the genre of comical epitaphs).

(a8

The words of a language belong to nobody, but still we hear those words
only in [mrticular individual utterances, we read them in particular individual
works, and in such cases the words already have not only a typical, but also
(depending on the genre) a more or less clearly reflected individual expres-
sion, which is determined by the unrepeatable individual context of the
utterance.

Neutral dictionary meanings of the words of a language ensure their
common features and guarantee that all speakers of a given language will
understand one another, but the use of words in live speech communication
is always individual and contextual in nature. Therefore, one can say that
any word exists for the speaker in three aspects: as a neutral word of a
language, belonging to nobody; as an others” word, which belongs to another
person and is filled with echoes of the other’s utterance; and, finally, as my
word, for, since I am dealing with it in a particular situation, with a partic-
ular speech plan, it is already imbued with my expression. In both of the
latter aspects, the word is expressive, but, we repeat, this expression does
not inhere in the word itself. It originates at the point of contact between
the word and actual reality, under the conditions of that real situation artic-
ulated by the individual utterance. In this case the word appears as an
expression of some evaluative position of an individual person (authority,
writer, scientist, father, mother, friend, teacher, and so forth), as an abbre-
viation of the utterance.

In each epoch, in each social circle, in each small world of family, friends,
acquaintances, and comrades in which a human being grows and lives, there
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are always authoritative utterances that set the tone — artistic, scientific, and
journalistic works on which one relies, to which one refers, which are cited,
imitated, and followed. In each epoch, in all areas of life and activity, there
are particular traditions that are expressed and retained in verbal vestments:
in written works, in utterances, in sayings, and so forth. There are always
some verbally expressed leading ideas of the “masters of thought” of a given
epoch, some basic tasks, slogans, and so forth.

B

This is why the unique speech experience of each individual is shaped
and developed in continuous and constant interaction with others’ individual
utterances. This experience can be characterized to some degree as the process
of assimilation — more or less creative — of others’ words (and not the words
of a language). Our speech, that is, all our utterances (including creative
works), is filled with others” words, varying degrees of otherness or varying
degrees of “our-own-ness,” varying degrees of awareness and detachment,
These words of others carry with them their own expression, their own eval-
uative tone, which we assimilate, rework, and re-accentuate.

[..]

Utterances are not indifferent to one another, and are not self-sufficient;
they are aware of and mutually reflect one another. These mutual reflections
determine their character. Each utterance is filled with echoes and rever-
berations of other utterances to which it is related by the communality of
the sphere of speech communication. Every utterance must be regardcd
primarily as a response to preceding utterances of the given sphere (we under-
stand the word “response” here in the broadest sense). Each utterance refutes,
affirms, supplements, and relies on the others, presupposes them to be
known, and somehow takes them into account. After all, as regards a given
question, in a given matter, and so forth, the utterance occupies a particular
definite position in a given sphere of communication. It is impossible to deter-
mine its position without correlating it with other positions. Therefore, each
utterance is filled with various kinds of responsive reactions to other utter-
ances of the given sphere of speech communication. These reactions take
various forms: others’ utterances can be introduced directly into the utter-
ance, or one may introduce words or sentences, which then act as
representatives of the whole utterance. Both whole utterances and individual
words can retain their alien expression, but they can also be re-accentuated
(ironically, indignantly, reverently, and so forth). Others’ utterances can be
repeated with varying degrees of reinterpretation. They can be referred to
as though the interlocutor were already well aware of them; they can be
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silently presupposed; or one’s responsive reaction to them can be reflected
only in the expression of one’s own speech — in the selection of language
means and intonations that are determined not by the topic of one’s own
speech but by the others’ utterances concerning the same topic. [. . .] The
atterance is filled with dialogic overtones, and they must be taken into account
in order to understand fully the style of the utterance. After all, our thought
itself — philosophical, scientific, and artistic — is born and shaped in the
rocess of interaction and struggle with others’ thought, and this cannot but
be reflected in the forms that verbally express our thought as well.

[ ]

Any utterance, when it is studied in greater depth under the concrete
conditions of speech communication, reveals to us many half-concealed or
completely concealed words of others with varying degrees of foreignness.
Therefore, the utterance appears to be furrowed with distant and barely
audible echoes of changes of speech subjects and dialogic overtones, greatly
weakened utterance boundaries that are completely permeable to the author’s
expression. The utterance proves to be a very complex and multiplanar

henomenon if considered not in isolation and with respect to its author (the

& speaker) only, but as a link in the chain of speech communication and with

~ respect to other, related utterances (these relations are usually disclosed not
- on the verbal — compositional and stylistic — plane, but only on the refer-
entially semantic plane).

The topic of the speaker’s speech, regardless of what this topic may be,
does not become the object of speech for the first time in any given utter-
ce; a given speaker is not the first to speak about it. The object, as it were,
already been articulated, disputed, elucidated, and evaluated in various
ays. Various viewpoints, world-views, and trends cross, converge, and
erge in it. The speaker is not the biblical Adam, dealing only with virgin
an still unnamed objects, giving them names for the first time. [. . .] The
uitterance is addressed not only to its own object, but also to others’ speech
ibout it. But still, even the slightest allusion to another’s utterance gives the
speech a dia]ugical turn that cannot be produced by any purely referential
me with its own object. The attitude toward another’s word is in prin-
le distinct from the attitude toward a referential object, but the former
1y§ accompanies the latter. We repeat, an utterance is a link in the chain
Speech communication, and it cannot be broken off from the preceding
that determine it both from within and from without, giving rise within
unmediated responsive reactions and dialogic reverberations.[. . .]
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We have already said that the role of these others, for whom my thought
becomes actual thought for the first time (and thus also for my own self as
well) is not that of passive listeners, but of active participants in speech
communication. From the very beginning, the speaker expects a response
from them, an active responsive understanding. The entire utterance is
constructed, as it were, in anticipation of encountering this response.

An essential (constitutive) marker of the utterance is its quality of being
directed to someone, its addressivity. As distinct from the signifying units of
a language — words and sentences — that are impersonal, belonging to nobody
and addressed to nobody, the utterance has both an author (and, conse-
quently, expression, which we have already discussed) and an addressee. This
addressee can be an immediate participant-interlocutor in an everyda)'
dialogue, a differentiated collective of specialists in some particular area of
cultural communication, a more or less differentiated public, ethnic group,
contemporaries, like-minded people, opponents and enemies, a subordinate,
a superior, someone who is lower, higher, familiar, foreign, and so forth,
And it can also be an indefinite, unconcretized other (with various kinds of
monological utterances of an emotional type). All these varieties and concep-
tions of the addressee are determined by that area of human activity and
everyday life to which the given utterance is related. Both the composition
and, particularly, the style of the utterance depend on those to whom the
utterance is addressed, how the speaker (or writer) senses and imagines his
addressees, and the force of their effect on the utterance. Each speech genre
in each area of speech communication has its own typical conception of the
addressee, and this defines it as a genre.
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