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62 + Teaching the Universe of Discourse

to us unmeditated by any other mind, unabstracted except by
our own perceptual apparatus, undigested, unreported. One
reason an author works in the dramatic medium is that he wants
the deeds he has invented to hit us at the same “gut” level that
actualities do.

A comparison with narrative may help. The action of a nar-
rative is not ongoing, it kas gone on; it is reported action. As
such it is a résumé of some previous drama — summarized and
abstracted by somebody, a reporter, narrator. Although gram-
mar tells us that the difference between what is happening and
what happened is a time difference, much more than time is
involved. Tense is a relation of speaker to events: if the events
are unrolling before his eyes — ongoing — they are being
coded for the first time by someone who is attending them (or
“assisting at” them, as the French say) and who is therefore in
the same plane of reality as the act-ors. This is his point of
view. His coding of events is a first-order abstraction. As a
report of what happened, narrative is a second-order abstraction.
Compare the sensory stream of someone watching a football
game with the Sunday newspaper account of the same game.
Narrative is a further abstraction of some observer’s prior ab-
straction. What makes events past is reporting them. What
makes events present is attending them. Whereas narrative
summarizes drama, drama elaborates narrative. Consider a re-
viewer’s recapitulation of a play performance, then a dramatiza-
tion of a short story. Whether actual or artifactual, drama is
what is happening, with all that this implies.

A play of course only pretends to be raw, unabstracted phe-
nomena; actually it is a highly sophisticated conceptual creation.
Characters, settings, words, and deeds are carefully selected and
patterned. In fact, one essential difference between the theater
and the street is this difference between order and randomness
— which is another measure of abstraction. So in this sense a
play is very abstract. Characters tend to be representative, the
actions symbolic, the words and deeds significant. By selecting
and shaping, the artist abstracts reality into forms that mean
something to the audience. The impact of a play is dependent




















































































































































































































































































































































































































































































James Moffett

In this book the emphasis is on the
frame of reference of a naturalistic
language curriculum rather than upon
detailed assignments (for the latter see
Mr. Moffett's A Student-Centered
Language Arts_Curriculum). The author
is agreeably diffident about his theories
and wisely flexible in the advice he
gives. His experience in teaching
language is evident. He has a rare
ability to see relations among language
study, the curriculum as a whole, and
some of the general problems of our
society. His goal is an exalted one:

to enable the student “to play freely
the whole symbolic scale.”

From the Introduction by
Roger Brown, Harvard University
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