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Thoughtwriting—in Poetry and Music

Kendall Walton

But to return to myself, I was thinking about my 
book in more modest terms, and it would even 
be a mistake to say that I was thinking of those 
who would read it as my readers. For they were 
not, as I saw it, my readers, so much as readers 
of their own selves, my book being merely one 
of those magnifying glasses of the sort the opti-
cian at Combray used to offer his customers; 
my book, but a book thanks to which I would 
be providing them with the means of reading 
within themselves. With the result that I would 
not ask them to praise me or to denigrate me, 
only to tell me if it was right, if the words they 
were reading in themselves were really the ones 
I had written (possible divergences in this regard 
not necessarily always originating, it should be 
said, in my having been wrong, but sometimes 
in the fact that the reader’s eyes might not be 
of a type for which my book was suitable as an 
aid for self-reading). 

Marcel Proust1

S PEECHWRITERS compose speeches for others to deliver; speechwritings 
are speeches composed for this purpose. By thoughtwriters I shall 
mean writers who compose texts for others to use in expressing 

their thoughts (feelings, attitudes). The texts thoughtwriters compose 
are thoughtwritings. 

I shall argue that poets are often plausibly regarded as thoughtwrit-
ers, and their poems as thoughtwritings. Music and music making can 
frequently be understood in an analogous way.
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I. Poetry and Music

The arts are customarily divided into several broad categories, two of 
which are literature and music. A third is the visual arts, whose species 
include painting and sculpture. 

Literature—the word arts—includes novels, stories, and poetry. In Mi-
mesis as Make-Believe and elsewhere I treated these literary forms mostly 
together, usually using novels or stories as my examples but thinking, 
assuming, that what I said about them would, for the most part, go for 
poetry as well.2 I should have been alert to significant differences between 
poetry, some poetry at least, and most novels and stories. Poetry, some 
of it, belongs more naturally with music in important respects than with 
other literary forms. This should not be surprising given the intertwined 
histories of these arts. It is arguable that in the murky ancient past when 
poetry was almost always spoken, it was hardly distinguishable from 
song, then probably the dominant form of music.3 Sound is important 
in poetry as it is in music, of course, and much less so, ordinarily, in 
the novel. Likewise for meter and rhythm. Indeed, the particular meter 
and rhythms of a poem may match those of a musical work, even if the 
sounds are very different.4 Hence the felicitous combination of poetry 
and instrumental music in opera, oratorio, musicals, lieder, popular 
song, jingles, etc.5

I am interested now in another respect in which poetry is like music 
and unlike the novel and other forms of literature, one that is less obvi-
ous than those I just mentioned, but no less important. Bringing out 
this similarity will require rethinking the nature and function of (some) 
poetry, and resisting a recent trend in philosophers’ and music theorists’ 
understanding of musical expressiveness. 

II. Narrators and Personae

I begin with a sweeping claim about all of the arts, advanced by a 
well-known musicologist and music theorist, Edward Cone: “[E]ach art 
in its own way projects the illusion of the existence of a personal subject 
through whose consciousness [a certain kind of experience] is made 
known to the rest of us. That is the role of the character in a play, of 
the narrator in a novel, of the persona in a lyric.”6

Cone’s main point is that this applies to music, that there are musical 
personae that function somewhat as narrators in novels and “speakers” 
of lyric poems do. He doesn’t have in mind just the vocal line of songs 
like Franz Schubert’s Erlkönig; personae are to be found in all music. 
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The piano accompaniment of Erlkönig has its own persona, he thinks. 
And there are personae in all purely instrumental music. He mentions 
a fugue in J. S. Bach’s Second Brandenburg Concerto.7 On this picture, 
appreciation of all of the arts—including instrumental music and all lit-
erature—centrally involves recognizing, engaging with, and responding 
to another person, a fictional person if not an actual one.

Most of us will have little trouble with Cone’s claim about literature, 
the notion that most if not all literary works have narrators. But, special 
cases aside, it is by no means obvious that there are anything like narra-
tors in instrumental music. I have worries about both—about literature 
as well as music.8 I will propose an alternative to recognizing narrators in 
literary works, even in instances in which they seem most obvious. This 
will suggest a way of understanding instrumental music that does not 
postulate musical personae, one that is, as it happens, an approximation 
of one I proposed previously.9

Literature

In nonfictional literature, a real person (typically) uses the words of 
the text to communicate with readers, asserting the declarative sentences 
it contains. Novels, stories, and poems are standardly understood as 
modelled on such ordinary nonfictional uses of language, as fictional or 
pretend instances of what we might call (with tongues partly in cheeks) 
“serious” discourse. Literary fictions are created by real persons, of 
course. But the reader may be more interested in fictional narrators than 
in the actual authors. Narrators (what I have called reporting narrators 
[MMB 368–69]) are characters who, in the fictional world of the work, 
speak or write the words of the text “seriously,” asserting the declara-
tive sentences it contains, thereby recounting the events of the story as 
known fact. (In some instances narrators merely think the words of the 
text, think them “seriously.”)

The reader’s experience of novels, stories, and poems, on this familiar 
picture, is in the first instance an experience of recognizing, engaging 
with, responding to this fictional person—doing so in imagination, at 
least—sometimes empathizing with her. The reader’s experience is akin 
to being addressed by or overhearing a real person speaking or writing 
“seriously.”

Narrators are more prominent and more important in some works 
than in others. Sometimes they are “effaced,” some would say to the 
point of disappearance. In Mimesis as Make-Believe I expressed a prefer-
ence for recognizing narrators, “effaced” ones at least, in virtually all 
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literary fictions, partly to leave plenty of room for detecting even the 
slightest hint of expressions of attitude or point of view on the part of 
the narrator (MMB 368–69).10

But that was then. There is an important possibility that I did not think 
of, a way of understanding and experiencing literary works—and not just 
special or unusual ones—that does not involve recognizing narrators, 
and need not consist in anything like recognizing and responding to 
another person.11 This, I say, is a possible way of understanding literary 
works. Whether and to what extent the possibility is actual is another 
question. I doubt that readers’ experiences are ever fully or exclusively 
of the kind I shall describe. But it will be obvious, I think, that in the 
case of poetry they are often partly so. This is an important dimension 
of many experiences of literature, one that has been seriously neglected 
by philosophers and theorists of literature.

Poetry

Poetry, especially lyric poetry, is a form of literature in which narrators 
tend not to be effaced, in which they are especially prominent—so it 
seems anyway. Jenefer Robinson develops what she calls a new Romantic 
theory of expression in the arts, on which works expressive of emotions 
(or ideas or attitudes) are works in which there is a narrator or persona 
who expresses the emotions (ideas, attitudes) in question. The theory 
applies to all of the arts, she thinks, “at least to all those artworks that 
have some claim to be called expressions,” but paradigmatically to lyric 
poetry—most obviously lyric poems in the first person. Her main ex-
amples are John Keats and Percy Bysshe Shelly.12

But it is poetry especially—more than novels and stories—in particular 
lyric poetry, where my alternative proposal is most plausible! And I most 
certainly include lyric poetry in the first person.

How could we not think of the words, “My heart aches, and a drowsy 
numbness pains/My sense, as though of hemlock I had drunk”13 as some-
one’s words, used “seriously”? How could we not, when we read them, 
imagine a person using them to express his or her heartaches? By under-
standing them to be an instance of thoughtwriting. I will explain shortly.

Robinson allows for several familiar varieties of narrators (personae, 
poetic speakers) in poetry, and I will as well. Sometimes the actual poet is 
the narrator. Sometimes the narrator is a fictionalized version of the poet. 
And some narrators are just plain fictions. Let’s not worry about these 
differences. What is important now is the notion that the words of lyric 
poems are understood to be written or spoken or thought, “seriously,” 
by someone (either fictional or actual) other than the reader or listener.
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Music

What about music? Edward Cone is not alone in taking narrators in 
literary works to have analogues in music, pure instrumental music in-
cluded. Robinson does also, and so does Jerrold Levinson. They do so 
largely in order to account for musical expressions of emotion. All three 
are committed to something like this: Just as narrators in literary works 
express beliefs, attitudes, intentions, emotions, by means of the words 
of the text, musical personae express emotions (feelings, attitudes) by 
means of the sounds (or “gestures”) of the music. So listeners’ experi-
ences, like those of readers, involve something like recognizing and 
responding to another person, one who experiences and expresses the 
emotion in question. Levinson proposed a general account of musical 
expression, a predecessor of Robinson’s new Romantic theory, which 
we can gloss as follows (omitting qualifications that need not concern 
us now): a passage of music expresses a given emotion just in case it is 
aptly heard as the expression of that emotion by the music’s persona.14 

I also made a suggestion in the direction of musical personae some 
years ago. I proposed that to describe music as anguished is to say that it 
is fictional that the music expresses someone’s or something’s anguish.15 
I continue to think that some instrumental music—a lyrical passage of 
a piano sonata, for instance—is naturally and appropriately heard in 
this way.16 But it now seems to me that the prevalence and importance 
of personae in music have been seriously exaggerated. The insight I 
thought I had about anguished music was very limited.

Here is an initial worry: On the persona hypothesis, expression turns 
out to be a species of representation: music represents itself as some-
one’s expression of feelings, as a story represents itself as someone’s 
reports of a series of events. (Levinson contributes to this impression 
by comparing hearing-as to seeing-as, which he substitutes for Richard 
Wollheim’s seeing-in.17) I expect that others will share my impression 
that this fails to do justice to the depth of the difference between stories 
and (instrumental) music, between literary or pictorial representation 
and musical expression.

III. Experiences “From Within”

An essay by R. K. Elliott, “Aesthetic Theory and the Experience of 
Art,” has always struck me as uncommonly perceptive, yet frustratingly 
obscure.18 Elliott distinguished between what he called experiencing a 
work of art “from without” and experiencing it “from within,” and applied 
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these notions to poetry, music, and painting. The clearest application of 
the former, indeed the latter as well, is to lyric poetry. “A poem can be 
perceived … as if it were the speech or thought of another person,” he 
wrote, and “it is possible for us to make this expression our own” (AT 
146). When we do make the expression our own, we are experiencing 
the poem from within; otherwise we experience it from without.

This and other formulations suggest that, for Elliott, in both cases we 
perceive the poem as the expression of another person, a person with 
whom we have a third-person relation. The idea may be (although he 
doesn’t put it this way) that in the “from within” case we not only rec-
ognize this other person—“the poet (qua ‘speaker’ of the poem)”—and 
her expressive behavior; we also empathize with her, imaginatively occu-
pying her shoes and feeling (somewhat) as she does: “We experience 
an emotion . . . through an imaginative assumption of the expression 
and situation of another person (real or imaginary) . . . I do not merely 
recognize that the poet is expressing, for example, sadness, but actually 
feel this sadness” (AT 147).19

If empathy is what Elliott has in mind, the reader empathizes not just 
with the poet’s situation and her feelings, attitudes, etc., but also with 
her expressing these feelings or attitudes by means of the words of the 
text. This means, I take it, that the reader imagines using the words of 
the poem to express her own feelings or attitudes. One can empathize 
with a person’s feelings, or those of another sentient being, without 
empathizing with her way of expressing them. I may feel contentment, 
in imagination or actually, as I take a purring cat to feel, or joy while 
watching a dog wagging its tail. But it is unlikely that I should imagine 
expressing contentment by purring, or joy by wagging my tail.

There is no challenge yet to the idea that experiencing a poem is 
fundamentally, in the first instance, a matter of recognizing and re-
sponding to another person, a (possibly fictional) speaker of the poem. 
The reader’s experience from within is triggered by, comes after, and is 
dependent on, the experience from without.20

IV. Speechwriters

Another way of understanding readers’ experiences—the alternative 
I promised—does challenge this idea.

Rather than understanding a poem on the model of an ordinary as-
sertive or expressive utterance, addressed to or overheard by a listener, 
we might understand it on the model of a speech written by a speech-
writer, for use by another person. Speechwriters don’t use the words 
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they inscribe (not insofar as they are simply speechwriters); they mention 
them.21 They produce a text for use by someone else. The speechwriter 
doesn’t assert the declarative sentences he comes up with; his client 
asserts them when she delivers the speech.

The client knows where the words came from. She may appreciate 
and admire the speech writer’s skill and pay him well for his services. 
But recognizing him is not necessary in order to make use of his words 
in her speech. The words might have grown on trees or appeared in 
driftwood patterns on a beach. Or she might think they did. Once she 
has the words before her, no matter how they got there, she can use them 
assertively (or to perform other illocutionary actions) in her address.

There are lots of disanalogies between poets and speechwriters, of 
course. Poems and the speeches speechwriters prepare, the ways they 
are understood and used and appreciated, differ hugely in obvious ways. 
But the differences are obvious. The similarities I will point out are less 
so, but striking nonetheless once noticed. So there is more to learn by 
focusing on the similarities than on the differences. (We will take note 
of some differences in Section X.)

Lest we suppose that relying on speechwriters is rare or special or 
unusual, keep in mind that we learn the language we use from others. 
Not only do we master its syntax and semantics largely by witnessing 
others using it, we also pick up, from other speakers and writers, pithy 
phrases, apt metaphors, allegories, hypothetical examples, telling anec-
dotes, rhetorical tricks, and so on. We don’t usually acquire complete 
speeches from other language users, extended texts of the kind a politi-
cian might pay a speechwriter to supply. But we do learn from others 
combinations of words that may come in handy for our own use, as we 
search for ways to express ourselves in our language. Some examples: 
“Nothing succeeds like success,” “It ain’t over ’til it’s over,” “Boys will be 
boys.” I have learned from several politicians that if you want to admit 
that you screwed up without admitting that you screwed up, the thing 
to say is “Mistakes were made.”

Our “teachers”—other speakers—don’t usually speak for the purpose 
of providing listeners with words to use. They simply use words them-
selves, assertively or otherwise. We needn’t be concerned with what 
these speakers are up to. The pithy phrases and so on are there, in what 
might as well be mentions rather than uses, available to be added to our 
working repertoire for later use.

There are more formal cases as well. A judge who says, to people 
getting married or to courtroom witnesses taking the oath, “Say after 
me . . . ,” feeds words to the bride and groom, or the witness, for them 
to use “seriously.”
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V. Poets as Thoughtwriters

Poems aren’t trees. But they do contain phrases, sentences, paragraphs, 
verses which readers can, if they wish, use themselves. The words are 
there ripe for picking, no matter what the poet was doing in writing 
them down, and no matter what the reader takes her to have been do-
ing. People sometimes borrow phrases or sentences from Shakespeare 
in conversation and in formal speech: “To be or not to be,” “Methinks 
she protests too much,”22 “All’s well that ends well,” “You can’t take it 
with you.”23

We use words in thinking, in formulating thoughts for ourselves, as well 
as in communicating with others. Words found in a poem or learned from 
other speakers may come in handy for this purpose also—to articulate 
thoughts, to express to ourselves opinions, feelings, attitudes. A poet’s 
words might strike me as just the right way of expressing a thought I 
thought I had.24 Or, on reading a poem I might decide then and there 
to endorse the thought they express, and use the words of the poem 
to assert it to myself. Alternatively, I may think of the words as clarify-
ing my thoughts, as well as providing a means of expressing them.25 So 
I will say that poets sometimes serve not exactly as speechwriters, but 
as thoughtwriters. (By “thoughts” I include not just “intellectual” ideas, 
but any feelings, emotions, sentiments, attitudes, etc., that might be 
expressed by means of words.)

If I agree with the sentiments expressed by the words of a poem or 
find them especially apropos on a particular occasion, I might recite 
the entire poem, seriously asserting (if only to myself) those sentiments. 
Think of a person who, finding herself in a tight spot, recites the twenty-
third Psalm. 

It is not just while repeating the words of a poem after reading it that 
I may make use of them in thought. I can think or say them assertively 
to myself, even as I read. When I do, I have the text of my internal 
speech in front of my eyes.

It is not unlikely that poets sometimes have, as at least part of their 
purpose in composing a poem, the objective of making words available 
for use by their readers. They may think of themselves, maybe not very 
explicitly, as thoughtwriters. This could be the poet’s main or primary 
purpose. Insofar as it is her purpose, she need not expect readers to 
imagine a fictional narrator using the words of the poem, or to suppose 
that she herself, the author, meant them “seriously.” The poet might 
expect the reader merely to recognize her invitation to use the words 
himself, to recognize her role as a thoughtwriter. Or she might not ex-
pect even this. The words are there for readers to use, no matter what 
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the poet was doing in writing them down, and no matter what readers 
think she was doing. For this purpose, poems might as well be trees.26

Fiction or Nonfiction?

Suppose this is all that is going on. Consider an unlikely pure and 
simple case in which the poet thinks of herself as just a thoughtwriter; 
she intends simply to put words into readers’ mouths or minds, to give 
them a text by means of which they can express, articulate sincerely 
held opinions. And suppose that this is understood to be the proper, 
appropriate function of the poem. The poet does not use the words or 
mean them “seriously.” And she does not expect readers to recognize 
a fictional narrator who does. Appreciators then use the text in the 
expected manner; some do anyway. Finding the words suitable for his 
purposes, the reader genuinely expresses genuinely felt convictions by 
means of them. Does the poem, in this pure case, count as a work of 
fiction, or of nonfiction? 

There need be no imagining at all, and no prescriptions to imagine. 
Nothing is true in the world of the poem; there is no fictional world. 
The poem isn’t a work of fiction, any more than a speech written by a 
speechwriter is. 

Is it nonfiction? Yes, if that just means that it is not fiction. But it isn’t a 
typical work of nonfiction, an ordinary instance of nonfictional literature. 
The poet, the author of the work, didn’t use the words in the usual man-
ner, but only mentioned them. She didn’t assert its declarative sentences. 
The reader alone uses the words (the word types)—if he chooses to do 
so. The poem doesn’t serve as an actual vehicle of communication, not 
the usual kind at least—not even a pretended or attempted one.

Imagination, Pretense

It is not always possible for a reader to use the words of a poem “seri-
ously”; she might not be in a position to do so. Sometimes she will be 
unwilling to.

Consider these words:

Whenever Richard Cory went downtown,
 We people on the pavement looked at him:
He was a gentleman from sole to crown,
 Clean favored, and imperially slim.27
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I am not a homeless street person, a pavement person. Nor have I ever 
known a distinguished gentleman named “Richard Cory.” So I can 
hardly assert these words sincerely. I might read a poem, written in the 
first person, about a deathbed experience, when I am not facing im-
minent death (John Donne’s Holy Sonnets), or a love poem when I am 
not in love, or not with the person or the sort of person mentioned in 
the poem. Few of us are likely to use the words “Twas the night before 
Christmas . . .” to recount, seriously, seeing a miniature sleigh and eight 
tiny reindeer, and the rest.

If the ideas or attitudes expressed in a poem are ones the reader 
doesn’t accept, she may be unwilling to think or utter them assertively, 
and unable to do so sincerely. She might not share the religious convic-
tions expressed in one of Donne’s Holy Sonnets, for instance.

Does the reader, in these cases, have no choice but to read the poem 
either as another person’s serious utterance, or as the unusable and per-
haps inappropriate handiwork of a thoughtwriter? Enter the imagination, 
pretense, role-playing. The reader may imagine uttering or thinking the 
words of the poem “seriously”; he may pretend to do so. I can imagine 
being a person of the pavement, observing from that lowly perspective 
a well-dressed gentlemen named “Richard Cory,” and I may use, in 
imagination, the words Edwin Arlington Robinson supplied to describe 
him. I might pretend to curse death as I prepare to die or, employing 
John Donne’s words, pretend to praise God and express confidence 
in an afterlife. We use the words of “The Night Before Christmas” to 
express a delightful fantasy. No doubt karaoke singers often pretend to 
endorse the attitudes or feelings they are expressing.

If I disagree with the sentiments expressed in a poem, I may try them 
on, imagining uttering the words “seriously” to see what it feels like to 
express such thoughts or attitudes—and probably what it feels like to 
endorse or accept or adopt them.

I need not, in any of these cases, empathize with anyone, with a fic-
tional pavement person, for instance, or someone who wholeheartedly 
endorses the sentiments or accepts the ideas that I merely try on. I 
needn’t recognize anyone (either fictional or actual) to empathize with.28 

Does this imagining or pretense make the work a work of fiction? 
No. The text itself doesn’t make anything fictional, doesn’t prescribe 
any imaginings. It is not fictional, by virtue of the words on the page, 
that anyone uses them—“seriously” or at all.29 What the text does is to 
invite readers to do so—in speech or thought, actually or in pretense. 
If a reader does use the words in pretense, he will be engaging in what 
I call a game of make-believe. It will be fictional in his game that he 
asserts the declarative sentences in the poem. But nothing is fictional 
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unless and until he does so. So there may be what I have called a game 
world, but not a work world. (This is exactly the situation I envisioned 
for music, insofar as it is expressive just in the sense that does not involve 
musical personae.30)

Imaginative Resistance

If I disagree strongly enough with the sentiments I would be expressing 
should I assert the words of a poem “seriously,” if I find them sufficiently 
repugnant, I might refuse to utter or think them even in pretense, refuse 
to try them out. I may be unable to bring myself to sing the praises of 
the Nazis even in pretense, when a fascist poem invites me to do so, 
just as I might be unable to bring myself to stick pins into the portrait 
of a loved one. This is an instance of imaginative resistance (properly 
so-called), an instance of the “imaginative puzzle.”31 Hearing someone 
else (a fictional or actual person) express obnoxious sentiments might 
be unpleasant, but I would expect to be able to tolerate this a lot more 
easily than expressing those sentiments myself, pretending to express 
them sincerely.

We have here a partial explanation of the asymmetry there seems to 
be between moral and descriptive contents of fictions. There may be no 
very great difference between our willingness to imagine another person 
claiming that time travel is possible and our willingness to imagine an-
other person claiming that infanticide for purposes of gender selection 
is right and proper. But I am much less willing to pretend to make the 
latter claim myself than I am the former. I have no trouble pretending 
to assert that time travel is possible, but I will resist pretending to assert 
that it is perfectly all right to kill babies because of their gender. 

If, or insofar as, the point of a work is to put words in readers’ mouths, 
rather than to have the reader observe a fictional speaker, what is a reader 
to do if he is unwilling or unable to use the words even in pretense? He 
might still read the poem, of course, and he may recognize the poem’s 
attempt to get readers to go along, or its invitation to do so. He might 
also admire, and even appreciate, the author’s skill in expressing ob-
noxious ideas or sentiments, her skill as a thoughtwriter. 

VI. Is the Possibility Actual?

Appropriating the words of a poem or other text for one’s own use, 
“seriously” or in pretense, is not incompatible with recognizing a narra-
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tor, a poetic speaker. Readers probably do both in many instances. Pure 
cases of thoughtwriting are probably rare, maybe even nonexistent. But 
it seems to me that the thoughtwriting function of a poem is sometimes 
by far the more important one. It may be important to the reader, and 
intended to be so by the poet, even if somewhere in the reader’s expe-
rience there is an implicit, if not explicit, imagining of or recognition 
of a “serious” speaker.

If we recognize a narrator of the twenty-third Psalm, a “poetic speaker,” 
it would probably be its presumed actual author, a historical figure 
named “David.” Alternatively, we might recognize a fictional narrator 
whom we imagine to be using the words “seriously,” without presuming 
that it is David; the real David might have been just a thoughtwriter. 
But the adventurer lost hopelessly in a trackless desert who recites the 
Psalm in serious desperation may have not the slightest interest in David 
or whatever predicament he might have been in or what he might have 
meant by his words, or in any fictitious speaker. The words are there 
in the adventurer’s memory. He deems them appropriate in his situa-
tion, and uses them. Notice that the Psalm is in the first person. (“Yea 
though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no 
evil. . . .”) But the adventurer needn’t take its first-person pronouns 
to refer to David or to a fictional narrator. “I,” in his recitation of the 
Psalm, refers to himself.

Think also of political and religious songs (for example, “We Shall 
Overcome”), prayers, chants, mantras. It is unlikely that in singing “We 
Shall Overcome” at a political rally people have a substantial interest 
in another person, the real life composer of the lines or a fictional 
speaker, whom they believe or imagine to express her genuine senti-
ments by means of them. I doubt that readers or reciters of “’Twas the 
Night Before Christmas,” enjoying their fantasy, pay any attention to a 
fictional character who had an amazing experience one Christmas eve, 
if they even recognize such a character. (The Night Before Christmas is 
also in the first person).

What about the purposes of the authors of these texts—the twenty-
third Psalm, “We Shall Overcome,” “’Twas the Night Before Christmas”? 
Did they regard themselves as thoughtwriters? Who knows? The origins 
of the twenty-third Psalm are murky. Those of “We Shall Overcome” are 
complicated. (I gather that the latter arose gradually out of something 
like an oral tradition, though not a very long one.) But if authors of 
these texts meant them to be recited or sung repeatedly in religious 
services or political rallies or ceremonies or ritual events, it would not 
be unreasonable to speculate that they meant the reciters or singers to 
use them in expressing their own feelings or ideas or attitudes. 
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One final group of examples: T-shirt and bumper-sticker slogans: “Buy 
Local,” “Vote for X,” “Support our Troops, Bring them Home,” or on 
T-shirts at the Ann Arbor Art Fair, “It Ain’t Art, and it Ain’t Fair!” The 
composer of such slogans can hardly have anything in mind but their 
being used, on automobile bumpers and T-shirts, to express thoughts 
of the driver or the wearer. The composer may or may not agree with 
the sentiments of the slogans he produces. He may just be producing 
them for the money, knowing that slogans other people want to use are 
the ones that will sell. In any case surely he doesn’t expect drivers and 
T-shirt wearers to think of him, the slogan composer, as using the slogans 
“seriously,” or to imagine a fictional narrator who does. (Compare a 
speechwriter for a politician of an opposing political party, who needs 
the money, and hopes to cash in on his wordsmithing talent.) Poems on 
commercial greeting cards are not addressed by their authors to friends 
whose birthdays or aniversaries are to be celebrated, or to whom they 
mean to offer sympathy for a loss.32 The authors are paid to produce 
lines for others to use in these ways.

The twenty-third Psalm, “We Shall Overcome,” “The Night Before 
Christmas,” bumper stickers, commercial greeting cards, don’t say 
anything directly about the early nineteenth-century lyric poems that I 
mentioned earlier (Keats and Shelley). But they do show that we have it 
in us to employ words primarily, or even exclusively, in thoughtwriting or 
speechwriting modes. We shouldn’t be surprised if thoughtwriting is, in 
some instances, the primary function of literary works, more important 
than their serving as vehicles for the author’s actual assertions, or for 
fictional assertions by a narrator.

Am I being disrespectful to poets by comparing them to speechwrit-
ers, slogan composers, etc.? Not at all. The analogy between poets and 
speechwriters goes only so far. We will note differences in Section X that 
should put this worry to rest.

VII. Clarification: Two Kinds of “Appropriation”

The appropriation I am interested in is not to be confused with an-
other kind. A reader with an agenda or an axe to grind might read or 
interpret a poem as endorsing or supporting his own personal views, 
ignoring what the poet meant or might have meant or what by some 
other standard the poem, in its context, actually does mean. The ap-
propriation I am interested in is not a matter of what the words are 
taken to mean, but rather who it is who means something by them. To 
appropriate the words of a poem, in my sense, is to use them oneself, 
not to make them mean what one wants them to mean.
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The first kind of appropriation is misreading, misinterpreting. To ap-
propriate a poem in my sense is not to misread it. A reader may be careful 
to understand the poem correctly (by whatever standard one considers 
relevant), when he thinks or utters the words assertively. I don’t rule out 
the possibility that he misconstrues the poem in a different way. If the 
poet meant her words to be understood only as the words of another 
person, not to be used by readers, or if for some other reason such ap-
propriation is understood to be inappropriate, doing so may amount to 
misusing the poem. But if the author intended readers to use her words 
themselves, and/or if that is understood to be the function or point of 
the poem, readers who do not appropriate it in this way will, arguably, 
not be appreciating it properly and fully.

VIII. Why Poetry in Particular?

All literary works contain words, words the reader can appropriate 
for her own use if she chooses. Any text could conceivably be used by 
a reader to express her thoughts or feelings. Is there anything special 
about poetry, or lyric poetry, in this regard?

In poetry there is often special emphasis on how things are said, 
rather than just what is said.33 (Speechwriters are charged with finding 
the best ways of saying things, usually what the client wants to say.) So 
poems, in contrast to novels, for instance, are especially likely to express 
thoughts or ideas in a manner that the reader will find particularly apt 
for his expression.

There are indications that readers do in fact appropriate the words 
of poems more often than those of other literary forms. We tend to 
“perform” poems as we read them, to pronounce the words ourselves, 
sometimes to read them aloud; arguably this is the best way to read 
them. People memorize poems or parts of them, and recite them on 
other occasions. We are generally much less inclined to repeat and recite 
passages from novels. (Some stories are told repeatedly, to be sure, but 
often not in the same words.)

It is well-known that verse, with rhyme, alliteration, regular meters, 
tends to be easier to remember, to memorize, than other linguistic forms. 
Hence the usefulness of ditties to recall, for instance, the number of 
days in each month. More seriously, stories, fables, myths are typically 
transmitted in oral traditions by means of poetic language. Using words 
learned from his ancestors, an elder of a tribe passes on to his offspring 
the wisdom and traditions of the culture.34

Peter Kivy’s arguments in The Performance of Reading are somewhat 
helpful to my cause, although his cause is very different from mine.35 
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He points out analogies between reading literary fictions and perform-
ing music, and he proposes counting the readings, silent ones included, 
as performances. Insofar as these analogies hold, it seems to me, the 
“performing” reader is likely to be using the words himself, rather than 
(just) observing or recognizing another person’s use of them.

Kivy’s focus is on novels and stories, although he thinks his point applies 
equally to poetry. But he excludes nonliterary texts entirely; no silent 
readings of nonliterary texts are performances, he claims (PR 90–93). 
I think the analogies between reading and musical performance are 
far more impressive in the case of poetry than that of novels. And I am 
unpersuaded by his reasons for excluding nonliterary texts (by which he 
means texts that are not works of art). In any case, readers can appropri-
ate the words of nonliterary texts for their own use about as naturally as 
they can those of novels—depending heavily of course, in both cases, on 
what the words are. We do frequently, as I mentioned, add pithy sayings 
and other combinations of words heard in ordinary conversation to our 
own repertoires. But it seems clear that readers appropriate words of 
poems far more often, and far more of them, especially while reading, 
than they do words of either novels or nonliterary texts.36

Live theatrical events are almost inevitably experienced “from without,” 
that is, we almost inevitably regard the words as spoken by another person, 
the character, even if the character uses poetic verse. Seeing the actor 
pronounce the words, we can hardly avoid thinking of them as being 
used, assertively, by a person other than ourselves. This doesn’t prevent 
us from also experiencing the words “from within,” of course, thinking 
them assertively ourselves; we may very well do both. What is unlikely is 
understanding the words merely as resources made available for our use. 
This will be less likely, also, when we listen to a recitation of a poem, 
than when we read it to ourselves. But the reciter, who, unlike the stage 
actor, does not act (and dress) convincingly like a “serious” user of the 
words, could be understood as a thoughtwriter offering words to the 
audience verbally rather than in writing. We can hardly avoid recogniz-
ing narrators of texts written in the second person, speakers or writers 
distinct from ourselves addressing us.37

IX. Music

Several of the features that distinguish poetry rather sharply from the 
novel and other literary forms are ones poetry shares with music (with 
much “common practice period” music, at least). I mentioned our ten-
dency to “perform” poems as we read, to mouth the words ourselves, and 
the tendency to remember and recite them on later occasions. Listeners 
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sing along with music as they hear it, or tap their feet, or sway with the 
music, dance, or march. Even if we don’t actually voice a melody, we 
may follow along, thinking it as we listen. I doubt that we do anything 
much like this “following along” very often when we read a novel, or 
watch a film. Listeners also remember previously heard melodies and, 
on later occasions, hum or sing, or just think them, or tap out rhythms.

In “performing” music in these ways, listeners are likely to be using 
the sounds (the sound types, anyway, or tokens of the types they hear) to 
express their own feelings or emotions, or feelings or emotions they try 
on, ones they experience at least in imagination. If musical sounds can 
be understood as someone else’s expression, that of a musical persona, 
as Levinson and Robinson claim, there is no reason why they shouldn’t 
be appropriated by listeners for their own expression. 

Nor is there any reason why they could not function only in the latter 
way. Using musical sounds or gestures to express one’s own feelings is 
not incompatible with regarding them as expressions of another person, 
a musical persona. We often do both, no doubt. But we don’t need to 
recognize a persona in order to use the music for our own expressive 
purposes; we needn’t take the music to depict or represent itself as some-
one else’s expression. Appropriating musical sounds for one’s own use 
need not involve anything like recognizing or empathizing with another 
person’s expressive behavior.38 This suggests that musical personae, even 
when there are such, may not be very central in listeners’ experiences. 
Even if at some level we do recognize a persona, what is important may 
be just our own expressive use of the sounds (sound types).

So musical performances can be understood to present tunes, rhythmic 
patterns, musical gestures for possible use by the listener, whether or 
not they also present personae. Musicians (composers and performers) 
may intend or expect their music to be so understood. They may serve 
as something like thoughtwriters—as gesture- or expressive-behavior 
indicators. In some instances we may not want to or may be unwilling 
to make music our own—music that we find disgustingly pompous, for 
instance.39 

Jenefer Robinson mounts an interesting and elaborate defense of 
musical personae in (much) instrumental music. (She rejects “Cone’s 
view that all music should be experienced as an utterance by a persona” 
[DR 325].) A “psychological” reading of certain musical works is needed, 
she thinks, to make sense of some apparently anomalous musical events, 
ones that would not make sense in formal or purely structural terms 
(DR 329).40 She may be right about this. But a “psychological” reading 
need not include personae. One can hear a musical work as a kind of 
psychological drama without hearing it as expressing a succession of 
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another person’s psychological states. The psychology of the psychologi-
cal reading may be the listener’s own, as she “performs” the music. The 
listener, rather than a persona, may be the protagonist of the drama.41 
Moreover, it seems to me that just recognizing personae and the pro-
gression of their psychological states, in the Robert Schumann, Dmitri 
Shostakovich, Franz Schubert, and Johannes Brahms works she discusses, 
experiencing performances of these compositions only “from without,” 
would not begin to account for the experiences appreciative listeners 
enjoy, for the “intimacy” that, I have suggested, listeners often feel with 
music.42 Robinson’s “new Romantic theory” of expression does have 
appreciators “recreating” in themselves the emotions they recognize in 
personae.43 But the appreciators’ emotions, and their expressing them 
by means of musical sounds and gestures, need not be recreations of 
another person’s emotion or expression. Whether or not listeners do 
experience music “from without,” it is their experience “from within” 
that is central to appreciation, at least of the Romantic music Robinson 
focuses on. 

X. Differences—Amidst the Similarities

Most useful analogies can be misleading if pressed too far or in the 
wrong directions. The analogies I have proposed, including that between 
speechwriters and thoughtwriting poets or musicians, are no exceptions. 
We need to acknowledge differences, including obvious ones, if only to 
prevent them from obscuring the similarities. Recognition of one espe-
cially striking difference will also deflect the worry that my comparisons 
are disrespectful to poets.

Poets who serve as thoughtwriters are rarely if ever mere wordsmiths, 
and it is not for their wordsmithing alone that we admire and appreci-
ate them and their poetry. They have wonderful things to say, as well 
as wonderful ways of saying them. Poets contribute original ideas, fresh 
insights, perspectives, points of view that may be new to the reader, as 
well as giving readers words with which to understand and explore them. 

Speechwriters employed by politicians are often more than word-
smiths also. The words they supply inevitably suggest clarifications and 
refinements, at least, of the client’s ideas. Aides hired as speechwriters 
frequently double as advisers expected to make substantive proposals 
about the content of a speech. But the speechwriter qua speechwriter is 
charged primarily with inventing effective ways of expressing, of com-
municating to audiences, what his client has already decided to say.
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Poets are under no such restriction. They are free to compose words 
expressing thoughts that diverge as radically as they like from the pre-
conceptions of likely readers. Contributing new ideas doesn’t have to 
consist in offering them assertively, however. Poets needn’t mean what 
they say any more than speechwriters must, although they often do. A 
contribution might consist just in making words available for readers to 
use; in using them, readers may achieve drastically new insights or find 
themselves adopting or trying on previously unimagined points of view. 
The insights along with the words to express them would be available 
even if the words grew on trees.

The thoughtwriting poet, by her choices of what ideas to offer readers 
the means of expressing, is likely to reveal much about herself, notably 
her attitudes about what ideas are worth expressing, worth (at least) 
trying on. Insofar as the speechwriter’s client dictates the content of 
the speech he is to write, his text will not convey information of this 
kind about him. Speechwriters (qua speechwriters) are likely to reveal 
much less of themselves than thoughtwriters do. Of course readers can 
use a poet’s words themselves even if they don’t learn anything much 
from it about the poet.

When a musician offers listeners means of expressing feelings or emo-
tions, these may be feelings or emotions new to them, ones that differ 
at least to some extent from any the listener has experienced previously. 
(Or they may be ones the listener is not aware of or whose expression 
she has repressed.) Combined with a narrative—in film, theater, song, 
opera—music may encourage the appreciator to feel or imagine feeling 
about depicted situations or the actions of characters very differently from 
how she feels about similar real-life situations or actions. Appropriating 
the music to express her (real or imagined) pleasure, for instance, she 
may find herself taking pleasure, actually or in imagination, in (fictional) 
events of a kind she would not take pleasure in in real life. (She might 
resist, of course.) A speechwriter who attempted to manipulate his cli-
ent’s feelings or attitudes in an analogous way would be dramatically 
exceeding his job description.

* * *

These differences, important though they are, do not conflict with or 
call into question my claim that poetry and music are often instances of 
thoughtwriting, thoughtwriting understood as analogous to speechwrit-
ing in the ways I have insisted on. There can be no doubt that readers 
do, frequently, use words they find in poems for their own expressive 
purposes (and sometimes communicative ones), and that listeners use 
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melodies and other musical materials similarly. It is more than likely, also, 
that poets and musicians, expecting their works to be so used, often craft 
them specifically so as to serve this purpose. Appropriation is a hugely 
important aspect of our experience of music and poetry—including 
sung poetry, of course—a substantial part of why we value them and 
why they matter in our lives. 

Understanding poems and musical works as thoughtwritings (or 
expressive-behavior indicators) nicely explains much of what counts as 
their expressive qualities. Doing so thus undercuts a primary motivation 
for recognizing narrators in poetry and personae in music. It does not 
follow that narrators and personae are absent when poems and music 
are so understood. They can be present even if they are not needed to 
account for a work’s expressive properties. But narrators and personae 
are far less important, if not less pervasive, than philosophers of litera-
ture and music have made them out to be.

Poetry and music are strikingly similar in their propensity to function 
as thoughtwriting. In this respect poetry is more like music than like 
other forms of literature.
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