BOOK OF MORMON CENTRAL
http://bookofmormoncentral.org/

Type: Report

Criteria for Identifying the Presence of Chiasmus

Author(s): John W. Welch
Published: Provo, UT; FARMS, 1989

Abstract: John Welch argues that all possible chiasms are not equal. It is necessary for
commentators on the Bible and other texts to recognize that degrees of chiasticity exist
from one text to the next. To further that end, Welch proposes fifteen criteria for
appraising examples of chiasmus in literature.

Archived by permission of the author, John W. Welch


http://bookofmormoncentral.org/

Foundation for Ancient Research and Mormon Studies

John W. Welch

Criteria for Identifying the
Presence of Chiasmus

John Welch argues that all possible chiasms are not equal. It is necessary for
commentators on the Bible and other texts to recognize that degrees of chias-
ticity exist from one text to the next. To further that end, Welch proposes fif-
teen criteria for appraising examples of chiasmus in literature.

Preliminary Report
Book of Mormon, Literature

FARMS

Brigham Young University

P.O. Box 7113 $2.00
University Station WEL-89b

Provo, UT 84602
1-800-327-6715

(801) 373-5111
www.farmsresearch.com


http://www.farmsresearch.com

For a complete listing of FARMS publications,
call 1-800-FARMS-15 for a FARMS catalog.

© 1989 by John W. Welch

This FARMS preliminary report reflects substantial research but is not ready for final publica-
tion. It is made available to be critiqued and improved and to stimulate further research.



CRITERIA FOR IDENTIFYING AND EVALUATING
THE PRESENCE OF CHIASMUS

John W. Welch

In recent decades numerous passages in the Bible and
elsewhere have been analyzed by commentators who find those
texts to be chiastic. Some of the suggested inverted
structures are convincing and i1lluminating; others seem quite
marginal. Some texts are strongly and precisely chiastic, while
in other cases i1t may only be possible to speak of a general
presence of balance or framing. From these studies it 1is
apparent that all possible chiasms were not created equal and
that iIn order to be clear iIn discussing chiasmus 1t IS necessary
for commentators to recognize that '"degrees of chiasticity"
exist from one text to the next.

Some attempts have been made iIn the past to define chiasmus.
Lund, for example, proposes seven "laws"™ of chiastic structures:
(1) the center is always the turning point, (2) a change in the
trend of thought or antithetical i1dea is often iIntroduced at the
center, (3) identical i1deas are often distributed in the
extremes and at the center of the system and nowhere else in the
system, (4) 1i1deas will shift iIn many cases from the center of
one system to the extremes of a corresponding system, (5)
certain terms definitely tend to gravitate toward certain
positions in a given system, (6) larger units are frequently

1 A convenient listing of several hundred books and articles
recognizing and employing chiasmus as a tool of literary
criticism is found in my "Chiasmus Bibliography,™ available
from F_.A_R.M._S.

2 E.g., Nils Lund, Chiasmus in the New Testament (Chapel
Hill: University of North Carolina, 1942), 40-41; see also
my introduction to Chiasmus in Antiquity, ed. John W. Welch
(Hildesheim: Gerstenberg, 1981), and my A Study Relating
Chiasmus 1n the Book of Mormon to Chiasmus in the Old
Testament, Ugaritic Epics, Homer, and Selected Greek and
Latin Authors, MA Thesis (Provo: Brigham Young University,
1970), 6-17, as well as D. J. Clark, "Criteria for
Identifying Chiasm,”™ Linguistica Biblica 35 (1975): 63-72.



introduced by frame-passages, and (7) chiastic and alternating
lines frequently occur within a single unit. Obviously, Lund"s
"laws” are more descriptive than they are definitive; they
describe features common to many chiastic passages, but they
start from the assumption that the passages are recognizably
chiastic. Furthermore, Lund"s "laws'"™ are riddled with
subjective words like often, frequently, and many, leaving
unfinished the task of identifying the factors that are
characteristic of strongly chiastic texts or that describe the
point at which i1t i1s appropriate to denominate a passage as a
chiastic one. Accordingly, this Working Paper proposes a set of
criteria a person may use to evaluate the degree to which
chiasmus is present In a given passage. Since the ideas
advanced in this paper are exploratory, comments are welcomed.

It 1s hoped that thinking about criteria for identifying the
presence of chiasmus will assist scholarly exegesis of scripture
in several ways. First, it should promote meaningful discussion
about texts. A burden of persuasion rests on any person
describing a passage as chiastic. It 1s not sufficient merely
to affix the label "chiastic.” Applying this term to a given
passage must be justifiable; i1t should be possible for a
listener to discern whether a commentator has used the term
properly or improperly, aptly or inaptly. Factors discussed
below give a framework upon which such a judgment may be made.
Second, this effort to i1dentify criteria should assist iIn
evaluating the degree of a proposed chiasm. Whether one passage
iIs more or less chiastic than another can be judged most
securely on the basis of specific criteria. The following
factors form a basis on which the degree of chiasticity
demonstrable in a given passage may be internally assessed and
comparatively evaluated. Third, known criteria should assist in
appraising and appreciating the noteworthy characteristics of a
text. Although evaluating any work of art is to some degree
subjective, it is usually possible to describe, for example what
allows one to judge a Rembrandt better than a Van Holt.

Likewise, whether a composition is chiastically praiseworthy,



3

elegant, intricate, meaningful, significant, must not be merely
a matter of one observer"s predilection but something that
should be communicable through careful observation and
articulate description.

It 1s clear that texts can manifest varying degrees of
chiasticity. Some passages are short, and their reverse
parallel order is obvious and noncontroversial. For example,
Isaiah 9:21 reads: '(a) Manasseh, (b) Ephraim; and
(b") Ephraim, (a"jJ Manasseh; they together shall be against
Judah.” Genesis 1:27 reads: "(a) God created man (b) 1in his
own image; (bz) in the image of God (a") created he him." The
order of the Hebrew words iIn Genesis 9:6 i1s: "(a) Whoso
sheddeth (b) the blood (¢) of a man, (c¢) by man (b) his blood
(c) shall be shed.”™ The inverted order of the words in these
passages can be observed and verified objectively and
concretely. In other iInstances, chiasmus can also be concretely
created out of linguistic features, as in poetic strophes that
have chiastically varying numbers of syllables, or where words
appear in an order such that their cases (hominative-accusative
accusative-nominative) or genders (masculine-feminine feminine-
masculine) occur iIn an inverted sequence. In such cases, 1t may
be debated what significance (if any) these arrangements may
have, and whether they were intentionally created or are merely
accidental, but it is usually not hard to agree that the
arrangement exists.

The degree of certainty about the presence of chiasmus in a
text usually varies iIn iInverse proportion to the length of the
doubled text. The longer the text and the more spread out the
proposed chiasm, the less certain the fact of i1ts chiasticity
IS, except iIn remarkable circumstances. Hence, the more
extended the proposed chiasm, the greater will be the need for
multiple corroborating factors before the passage can be
meaningfully described as chiastic. Not every occurrence of
repetition, balance, inclusion, or symmetry will amount to
something that should be called chiastic; otherwise one could
might purport to find chiasmus in a telephone book.



Proposed Criteria

Several factors need to be addressed before we can establish
the presence of chiasmus iIn a given text. The more of these
criteria that are significantly present in a particular case,
the higher will be its degree of chiasticity.

1. Obiectivity. To what degree is the proposed pattern
clearly evident in the text? |If the process of identifying
chiasmus is to produce verifiable results, the iInverted parallel
orders must be objectively evident. |If a proposed chiasm
consists of elements that are objectively observable in the
text, rather than depending on distant parallels or clever
linkages that require iImaginative commentary to explain, 1t is
more likely that the chiastic character of the text is strong
and less likely that the reader has Imposed an arrangement upon
the text which he or she alone has brought to it. The more
evident an arrangement, the greater the degree of chiasticity.

2. Purpose. Is there an identifiable literary reason why
the author might have employed chiasmus in this text? Chiasmus
is useful for several purposes, such as concentrating attention
on the main point of a passage by placing i1t at the central
turning point, drawing meaningful contrasts, aiding in
memorization, or emphasizing the feeling of closure upon the
conclusion of a lengthy repetition. Chiastic structures can
enhance the sense of a passage iIn ways that extend beyond the
molecular meaning of individual words and phrases. It is more
plausible to assert that chiasmus exists iIn a passage when an
author appears to have intentionally put it there for a
stylistic purpose. The likelihood of such intent on the part of
the author should be assessed as i1t relates to the ideas and
characteristics of the text itself.

3. Boundaries. A chiasm is stronger if it operates across
a literary unit as a whole and not only upon fragments or
sections which overlap or cut across significant organizational
lines iIntrinsic to the text. These bounded units may be short,

3_  As in many of the Proverbs and the cryptic sayings of
Jesus; e.g., Proverbs 1:25; 2:2; 2:4; 3:10; 10:4; 13:24;
23:15-16; Matthew 10:39; 19:30; 23:12.



or they may comprise a full psalm or longer pericope.4 That is,

in determining whether a passage in the Psalms is chiastic, one
should consider the parts of the psalm as a whole. To the
extent that the proposed structure crosses over natural

barriers, unnaturally chops sentences in half, or falls short of
discernible boundaries in the text as a whole, the more dubious
the suggested chiasm becomes.

4. Competition with Other Forms. Chiasmus is more dominant
in a passage when it is the only structuring device employed
there. Chiasmus becomes less significant to the extent that a
competing literary device or explanation of the arrangement of
the words or thoughts more readily accounts for an apparently
chiastic placement of elements. For example, ™"Hickory, Dickory,
Dock™ cannot be considered strongly chiastic because it is
primarily a limerick.

5. Length. The longer the proposed chiasm, the higher its
degree of chiasticity. In other words, a chiasm composed of six
words introduced in one order and then repeated iIn the opposite
order is more extensively chiastic than a structure composed of
three repeated words. Having a large number of proposed
elements, however, 1is not alone very significant, for all the
elements must bear their own weight. An extended chiasm 1is
probably not much stronger than its weakest links.

6. Density. How many words are there between the dominant
elements? The more compact the proposed structure, or the fewer
irrelevancies there are between its elements, the higher the
degree of chiasticity. Tightness in the text is indicative of
greater craftsmanship, rigor, focus, intention, and clarity. In
assessing the density of a passage, all significant words and
phrases appearing in the system must be considered. What 1is
disregarded or omitted is often just as important as what is

4 Nils Lund, '"Chiasmus in the Psalms,”™ AJSLL 49 (1933): 281-
312.
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included. Thus, 1f a proposed chiasm involves only a few terms
spread out over a long text, it has a low density.

7. Dominance. A convincing analysis must account for and
embrace the dominant nouns, verbs, and distinctive phrases in
the text. Conversely, a weak construction relies upon
relatively iInsubstantial or common words and ideas iIn the text.
Accordingly, powerful chiastic structures revolve around major
incidents, unique phrases, or focal words, as distinguished from
insignificant or dispensable parts of speech. The more
significant the elements in relation to the message of the text,
the greater the degree of chiasticity.

8. Mavericks. A chiasm loses potency when key elements in
the system appear extraneously outside the proposed structure.
The analyst is open to the charge of selectively picking and
choosing among the occurrences of this element if some of its
occurrences iIn the text are arbitrarily ignored. What is
omitted from an analysis i1s often just as indicative as what is
included when one turns to evaluating the creative success and
conceptual value of a proposed chiasm.5

9. Reduplication If the same word or element appears over
and over within the system, the greater the likelihood that some
other kind of repetition (including random repetition) is
predominant iIn the passage instead of chiasmus.

10. Centrality. The crux of a chiasm is generally its
central turning point. Without a well-defined centerpiece or

5 Along this same line, Yehuda Radday has developed
statistical formulas for measuring the extent to which the
order of words iIn a passage deviate from the ideal chiastic
order. See his essay '"Chiasmus in Hebrew Narrative,' 1In
Chrasmus i1n Antiquity, 50-115.

6 Nils Lund asserts this as the first and foremost law of
chiasmus: '"The centre is always the turning point. At the
centre there is often a change in the trend of thought and an
antithetic i1dea is iIntroduced.” Chiasmus in the New
Testament, 41. In recent meetings of the Hebrew Poetry Group
of the Society of Biblical Literature, others have suggested
that the extremes may be as important as, i1f not more
significant than the center of a chiasm. | find Lund

(Footnote 6 Continued on Next Page



distinct crossing effect, there i1s little reason for seeing
chiasmus. Inverting is the essence of chiasmus, so the clearer
the reversal at the center point, the stronger the chiasticity
of the passage.

11. Balance. How balanced i1s the proposed chiasm?

Ideally, the elements on both sides of the proposed focal point
should be nearly equal, in terms of number of words, lines, or
elements. It reduces clarity and focus when the two halves of a
purportedly chiastic passage are not balanced.

12. Climax. A strong chiasm will emphasize the central
element of the passage as i1ts focal climax. Where the concept
at the center is not weighty enough to support the concentrated
attention of the reader and to bear the author®s paramount
intention, the chiastic force of the passage is less than where
the i1dea at the center is an iImportant one.

13. Return. A chiasm is more complete where i1ts beginning
and end combine to create a strong sense of return and
completion. Second in importance to the central crossing effect
in a lengthy chiasm is the way the chiasm begins and ends. The
overall structure becomes more apparent when the boundaries are
clearly defined and where the passage begins and ends similarly.

14. Compatibility. The chiasticity of a passage is greater
when i1t works comfortably and consistently together with the
overall style of the author. Chiasm is more likely to be
meaningfully present i1f its author used chiasmus or related
forms of parallelism on other occasions as well. IT a proposed
chiastic word order is an isolated phenomenon in the writings of
an author, there is a greater chance that the occurrence in
question was simply accidental.

15. Aesthetics. Finally, there is room for subjective
appreciation. Computers alone cannot identify chiasmus. Since
human readers must judge an author®s artistic success, further

(Footnote 6 Continued from Previous Page)
persuasive on this point, and, of course, he ranked the
extremes second only to the center iIn importance.



factors become relevant iIn assessing a passage"s degree of
chiasticity, such as the author®s fluency with the form,
consistency iIn sustaining the structure, balance and harmony,
pliability at the turning point (which yet does not draw undue
attention to i1tself), and meaningful applications of the form

that do not resort to subtleties so obscure as to be esoteric or
awkward.

Rigor

How rigorous should one be in determining whether the
foregoing criteria have been satisfied iIn a given text? The
factors mentioned above iIndicate the types of questions that
need to be asked in identifying and evaluating a proposed
complex chiasm. In assessing the results one obtains by asking
and answering these questions, a text critic will need to apply
qualitative and quantitative standards.

How high a degree of chiasticity should be demanded before
one can comfortably describe a passage as chiastic depends
primarily on how the results of the analysis are to be used. It
the i1nterpreter only wishes to i1dentify a general sense of
orderliness or balance about the text, a fairly low level of
chiasticity will support such an observation. If, however, the
researcher, intends to use the analysis for more specific
purposes (for example, to iInterpret the precise meaning of a
given word by contrasting it with a counterpart in the chiastic
structure, or to compare the style of one author with that of
another), the analysis must be more rigorous. The bolder the

implications to be drawn, the greater the support the analysis
needs.

The Intentional Fallacy

An 1issue closely related to the question of chiasticity Iis
intentionality. Although one should not fall into the trap of
the "intentional fallacy” (that just because a pattern is
discernible iIn a text the author must have intentionally put it
there), neither should one assume the opposite extreme, that no
chiasms were intentionally created. What factors determine
whether an author can be adjudged to have consciously (or



subconsciously) created the asserted pattern? How intentional
does chiasmus liave to be? Can these complex patterns
(occasionally proposed as embracing entire books of scripture)
occur by accident?

It seems reasonable to believe that occurrences of simple
chiasmus (like simple instances of alliteration, rhyme, or other
obvious literary effects) are consciously created In many cases.
But such inversions can also occur out of habit or convention,
subliminally, subconsciously, and even inadvertently. Certainly
many such simple effects occur iIn literature written by authors
who do not know the technical term for the phenomenon.

When the more complex chiastic arrangements are involved, it
becomes increasingly difficult to knowh whether the author was
aware he was creating or using the form. Nevertheless, the
foregoing criteria can assist In establishing a presumption of
intent. Moreover, we need not demand a showing of premeditation
in order to conclude that the effect was "intentional.” The
following points seem relevant in discussing intentionality:

1. Degree of chiasticity. The higher the degree of
chiasticity, the greater the likelihood that the chiastic
structure was created iIntentionally. Factors such as length,
purpose, and compatibility are particularly probative or
persuasive when considering intentionality. Thus, on some
occasions the degree and precision of chiastic repetition will
be high enough iIn the works of a given author or iIn a particular
body of literature that i1t becomes highly likely that the author
was aware of 1its creation. For example, it is plausible to
believe that Homer and the Homeric bards were aware of the
structure involved when Odysseus in the underworld asked the
shade of his mother Anticleia seven things about how she died
and how things were at his home in Ithaca, and then how she
responded by addressing each of these seven in exactly the
reverse order. The length of this iInverted text is

7 Odyssey XI, 170ff., discussed in my "Chiasmus in Greek and
Latin Literature,” iIn Chiasmus in Antiquity, 253-54.
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exceptional; the apparent purpose of the repetition is to aid In
oral recitation; 1indeed, 1t is common in epic literature for
commands to be given in one order and for them to be carried out
in the opposite order. In other words, the discernible degree
of intentionality may relate to the degree of chiasticity
discussed above. The stronger the degree of chiasticity in a
passage, the greater the likelihood that the author was aware of
it and intended it.

By analyzing proposed chiasms thoroughly and from a number
of angles, one can assess the likelihood that an author
consciously employed chiasmus in a given case to achieve a
specific purpose. Nevertheless, one can rarely speak with
absolute certitude iIn this area, since few writers ever produce
commentaries on their own works. Moreover, there will probably
be some circularity in one"s analysis here, for some of the
factors used to determine the degree of chiasticity presume some
degree of intentionality (e.g., purpose), yet those factors will
then be relied upon in answering the question of whether the
structure was intentionally created. Thus, intentionality
cannot be proved directly in terms of degree of chiasticity
alone.

2. The i1dea of intentionality. In asking whether complex
chiastic patterns can occur by "accident,”™ one may be asking the
wrong question or working with an erroneous model of "artistic
consciousness,'” for the question of artistic intent iIs not an
either/or proposition. An author may have intended a passage—
more or less—to be chiastic. One must turn, therefore, to a
broader model of the artistic process to discern in part how
complex literary results can be created "intentionally," yet
without blueprints, charts, or handbooks. Consider, for
example, the improvisation of New Orleans Dixieland musicians.
They ad lib, usually 8 or 16 measures at a time. While their
music is spontaneous and "‘unconscious'™ (they are not reading
music and have not sat down to figure out in advance what they
are going to play), their complex rhythms, melodies, and chord
progressions are nevertheless discernibly regular, structured,
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and organized. One would not call their music "accidental."
Nor would one call it strictly "intentional.” It fits, however,
into a pattern, style, or convention that has become so natural
with the jazz musician that the music just comes out that way.
An old banjo player around 1850 was asked if he could read
music. ". . . Can | read notes? Hell, there are no notes to a
banjo. You just play it,” he innocently replied.

In a literary context, some poets and authors working within
a literary tradition may likewise create complex artistic
effects without being conscious of every facet of their
compositions. Many people, notably children, regularly employ
complex rules of syntax and language without "knowing" what they
are doing. T. S. Elliot was once asked by a ladies®™ literary
group in Oxford to explain what one of his poems meant. As many
poets would have responded, he replied that he had no i1dea what
the poem meant, explaining that i1t did not mean anything except
in the minds of his listeners and readers. Yet his poetry is by
no means meaningless, formless, or random.

In much the same way, while the degree of chiasticity Iin
some chiasms may be strong enough to claim that they were
expressly designed and implemented, one must expect that other
chiastic patterns discovered by textual exegetes were not
methodically crafted by the author to conform mechanically to
some rigorously prescribed template. That does not, however,
mean that the form was "unintentional™ or "accidental'"—the
question of intentionality is not a black and white matter.
Instead, it may be possible that some chiasms emerged out of the
broader expressiveness of an author. Like the notes that sound
good to the jazz musician who is deeply conditioned in certain
cultural patterns, the words felt right coming out that way,
given the conventions and structure of the author®s language and
literary culture. As rhythm and blues are at home with certain
musicians, parallelism and chiasm were more a part of some

8 Pete Seeger, How to Play the 5-Strinq Banjo (New York:
Beacon, 1962), back cover.
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languages and literatures than of others, as careful listening
and reading will tell.

3. The eve of the beholder. Finally, it is possible in
some cases to conclude that a proposed chiasm exists exclusively
in the eye of the beholder. If no claim of author intent can be
mounted iIn a given text, this should be acknowledged, but should
not preclude a careful observer from still appreciating the way
in which an underlying orderliness or pattern happens to enhance
the elegance and artistic achievement of the composition. It
this is all that can be said of a particular textual phenomenon,
however, it will change the way in which the literary analysis
of the passage should be presented, what the analysis can claim
for i1tself, and what conclusions or implications it will
support.

In conclusion, it is hoped that the foregoing discussion
will stimulate further thought. Most aesthetic forms of
literature and art do not lend themselves easily to formulaic
definition or complete description, and the chiastic form iIs no
exception. Thus, 1t is not imagined that these proposed
criteria will convert the study of chiasmus iInto a science or
technology. Nevertheless, it is surely possible for those
interested iIn i1dentifying and discussing scriptural instances of
chiasmus to be clearer about their subject. Many proposed
chiasms are i1mpressive and interesting; others appear to be
contrived or unremarkable. Textual analysts should be able to
examine such iInstances of chiasmus and select among those that
are better or worse, and then articulate reasons why they think
some are better constructed or manifest a higher degree of
intentionality than others. In my experience, chiastic passages
manifest varying degrees of chiasticity. The criteria set forth
in this Working Paper are the main factors | consider in
appraising one example of chiasmus vis-a-vis another. | put
them forward for comment and further reflection.





