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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation theorizes and applies what I teim revisionary rhetoric, a rhetoric 

that emerges at the intersection of feminism and revision. I define revisionaiy rhetoric as a 

rhetoric of relationship, thereby drawing attention to the fact that all human relationships, 

including those that exist between readers and writers, enjoy moments of intimacy, 

closeness, and connection, but they also involve inevitable separation, loss, 

disappointment, and pain. However, theories and practices of revision within the discpline ' 

have focused on a writer's attempts to revise in order to connect with her audience through 

achieved consensus. The assumption is that to be persuasive writers should revise in order 

to remove those textual moments that might offend or confuse potential readers. In 

privileging clarity and connection in our work on revision, I believe we've failed to theorize 

how readers/writers contend with the inevitable disconnections that permeate their 

experiences with texts. We can, of course, simply ignore that these moments exist; we can 

teach our students to delete them from their drafts all in the name of "effective" revision. 

But to do so sends a troubling message to our students: that when they can't relate to or 

connect with something they read, they can simply skip it, ignore it, forget about it, and 

move on. 

Revisionary rhetoric responds to the reality of disconnection by describing 

strategies writers can use to make themselves heard as they demonstrate their commitment 

to listening to others. Such a paradox demands a revisioning of silence as it deconstructs a 

voice/silence binary, for listening demands participatory silence. After revising silence 

through three disciplinary contexts, I identify key textual features of revisionary ±etoric-

metadiscursivity and intertextuality-and, through an examination of sample texts, I 

describe how these features reveal the constructed nature of all texts and thereby create 

gaps, or silences, out of which readers can respond. I specifically analyze the ways in 
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which multigenre texts enact revisionary rhetCMic, and I argue for more of them, both in the 

field and in the classroom, for they demand the kind of rereziding that is necessary to 

practice a relational rhetcdc. 
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INTRODUCTION 

WRITING THAT LISTENS: DEFINING REVISIONARY RHETORIC 

This dissertation is about revision and the hope that exists when change is possible. 

Its purpose is to define what I call revisionary rhetoric and describe its usefulness to people 

who want to think about and teach revision as something other than a process of clarifying 

meaning in order to connect with one's audience. Situated at the intersection of feminism 

and revision, I define revisionary rhetoric as a rhetoric of relationship, one grounded in a 

feminist postmodern epistemology that seeks to disrupt the binarv' logic inherited from the 

Enlightenment. 

In deconstructive terms, revisionar>' rhetors break down binaries in order to hear 

silences, to give active audience to the other side of the backslash. In Bakhtinian terms, 

revisionary rhetors demonstrate their commitment to hearing difference by privileging the 

centrifugal forces in a given discourse, those voices that disrupt the unifying tendencies of 

monologic thinking and writing. They strive to blur the supposed rigid boundaries that 

divide pairs such as public/private, content/form, reading/writing, and theory/practice. 

Consequently, as Rachel DuPlessis argues, a feminist-inspired rhetoric necessarily 

demands new forms of writing, forms that privelege pluralit\' over master^-. Texts would 

be written in such a way as to work against universalizing tendencies; their forms would 

help readers realize that there are no unitary readings but only partial and multiple ones. 

Both DuPlessis and Diane Freedman explain the importance of the writer/reader 

relationship in a feminist-informed rhetoric. The key term here is relatiottsliip. That is, as 

Nancy Mairs succinctly puts it, feminist rhetors have a preference for relation over 

opposition. This relationship develops, continues Freedman, when texts seek to create 

intimacy between writer and reader rather than exercise power over one or the other. 
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In defining revisionary rhetoric, I affirm the work of feminist scholars who have 

come before me. In describing revisionary rhetoric as a rhetoric of relationship, I draw 

attention to the fact that all human relationships, including those that exist between readers 

and writers, enjoy moments of intimacy, closeness, and connection; but they also involve 

inevitable separation, loss, disappointment, and pain. As I will discuss in the remainder of 

this introduction, theoriCvS and practices of revision within rhetoric and composition studies 

have focused on a writer's attempts to revise in order to reach consensus and connect with 

her audience. The assumption is that, in order to be persuasive, writers should remove 

those textual moments that might offend or confuse potential readers. Of course, this 

assumption is well founded, especially for those of us who teach first-year composition 

and understand the frustrations of reading offensive and/or confusing writing. And yet, in 

privileging clcirity and connection in our work on revision, I believe we have failed to 

theorize how readers and writers contend with the inevitable disconnections that permeate 

their experiences with texts. We can, of course, simply ignore that these moments exist; 

we can teach our students to delete them from their drafts all in the name of "effective" 

revision. But to do so, I think, would be to send a troubling message to our students: that 

when they can't relate to or connect with something they read, they can simply skip it, 

ignore it, forget about it, and move on. 

In this dissertation I explore some of the possible benefits of augmenting our 

understanding of revision by exploring its dark side: those spaces where readers and 

writers fail to connect. 1 ask that we consider ways we might contend with these 

disconnections so that we might stop denying them and instead start learning from them. 

To help move us in that direction, I theorize a relational rhetoric that acknowledges the 

reality that people don't always want to hear what we have to say. Such a rhetoric is 

founded on the assumption that people are more willing to listen to us talk about a 

potentially painful subject if, in the telling, we indicate our own willingness to listen to 
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them in return. Throughout this dissertation, I examine specific textual practices that 

demonstrate a writer's willingness to listen. Two of these practices, metadiscursivity and 

intertextuality, enable writers to acknowledge their texts as cultural constructions, thereby 

making themselves vulnerable by admitting up front their partial nature. Such practices 

create gaps, or silences, out of which readers can respond. I argue that it is this ability to 

respond that makes revision possible. 1 specifically analyze the ways in which multigenre 

texts foster readerly response, and I argue for more of them, both in the field and in the 

classrcx>m, for they demand the kind of rereading that is necessary to practice a relational 

rhetoric. In short, 1 ask that rhetors seek to make themselves heard by demonstrating their 

commitment to listening to others; 1 ask that you join me in finding ways to wnte writing 

that listens. 

Revision: From Editing to Problem-Solving 

Revision has not always been considered to be an important part of writing. In 

fact, as Jill Fitzgerald explains in an overview article on revision research, for centuries 

revision was thought to be synonymous with error-correction or copy-editing, something 

that happened after the « riling was complete. In her book-length studs of revision, 

Fitzgerald continues that such an understanding of revision reflects positivistic beliefs about 

knowledge-making; that is, knowledge, which exists "out there," is arrived at by engaging 

in an objective and distanced process of discovery. According to this view, writers revise 

by reading some external source, such as a style manual, in order to learn the rules for 

identifying and correcting errors and then apply them to their all-but-edited drafts. 

Revision studies prior to the 1970s confirm this understanding of revision and knowledge-

making, as researchers focused on final versions of texts produced by individual writers 

and tried to determine the specific textual features that made them "good." Their goal, we 
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can assume, was to discover icnowledge that could then be included in grammar 

workbooks and style manuals. 

In the late 1970s and 1980s, as composition researchers began to examine the 

composing processes of individual writers, theories describing revision as a complex, 

recursive process began to emerge. These theories departed from the traditional idea that 

revision was something done to a written product Instead, researchers theorized revision 

as a process through which writers re-see their texts and thereby create rather than correct 

their written products. According to Fitzgerald, E)onald Murray was a major contributor to 

this changing view of revision, as he was one of the first to theorize revision as an 

epistemological process that occurs within individual writers. In his landmark essay, 

'Internal Revision: A Process of Discovery," published in 1978, Murray defines writing 

as rewriting and distinguishes the polishing work of external revision—"what writers do to 

communicate what they have found to another audience" (91)--from the knowledge-making 

process of internal reww/i-"everything writers do to discover and develop what they have 

to say, begirming with the reading of a completed first drafr (91). Whereas external 

revision involves making changes based on the needs and expectations of one's intended 

reader, Murray explains that during internal revision the audience is the writer herself 

rereading her evolving text to discover meanings not yet made clear; positioned as her own 

best reader, the revising writer creates a space for her text to speak back. 

Donald Murray's theory suggesting two different kinds of revision, which are 

linked to particular kinds of reading (reading-to-make-clear vs. reading-to-discover), has 

been supported by empirical research conducted cm the revision processes of individual 

writers. Exploring the question of how revision contributes to better writing, researchers 

in the later 70s and throughout the 80s conducted studies contrasting the revision processes 

of begirming writers with those of expert, or published, writers. The results of these 

studies parallel Murray's distinctions. That is, novice writers tend to engage in external 
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revision only, while more experienced writers undergo a process of internal revision prior 

to polishing their drafts for specific audiences. Thus, expert writers view revision as an 

opportunity to discover content, structure, and voice (Flower et al.; Sommers). They 

reread their self-composed texts often and for the purpose of evaluating them (Flower et al.; 

Troyka). They are able to identify problems in their texts and call in familiar strategies for 

solving them (Flower et al.). Novice writers, however, tend to focus on surface level 

changes (Armstrong; Bridwell; Faigley & Witte; Flower etal.; Matsuhashi & Gordon; Perl; 

Sommers). They view revision as a chance to "fix* errors, an approach that does not 

require them to rethink the meaning of their text They limit their opportimities to discover 

content because they assume the content is there. For these writers, revision is simply 

saying the same thing in a better way (Armstrong; Floweret al.; Sommers), and, not 

surprisingly, their revisions focus on lexical rather than conceptual changes (Bridwell; 

Flower et al.; Perl; Sommers). In short, novice writers make revision synonymous with 

copy-editing, a skill that is best applied to the text after it is written. 

These Expert vs. Novice studies provided empirical data supporting the theory that 

writers need to revise both internally and externally in order to write well. They also 

sparked interest in studying the relationship between reading and writing, as the process of 

revision unites the two. Thus, given that expert writers reread their evolving drafts more 

frequently than do novice writers (Flower et al.; Sonmiers; Troyka), one can argue that 

novice writers fail to revise effectively because they fail to read effectively. Theoretical 

discussions of reading as connected to writing support such a contention, arguing th£U 

expert writers engage in reading behaviors that are markedly different from those of novice 

writers (Bereiter & Bird; Goodman; Troyka). Focusing on writers' behaviors as they write 

and read their own texts, Lynn Quitman Troyka explains how readers rely on their skills of 

prediction and redundancy (prior knowledge)~ideas she credits to Frank Smith—to make 

sense of a text When rereading their own text, effective writers know when to pause. 
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when to plunge on, when to reshape ideas, when to remold words to fit their intention, and 

they can easily switch roles from writer to self-reader. Ineffective writers, however, can't 

switch roles easily; they often write without rereading, and when they do reread, they do so 

without considering an outside audience. They assume connections that are not obvious, 

and they see relationships that are not fully explained. Troyka links these qualities of 

struggling writers with those of struggling readers; specifically, she notes that these readers 

do not predict—they do not anticipate what is coming next (not in their own writing nor in 

anyone else's). Troyka notes that for all struggling readers, the closer they are to the text, 

the more they have to look at each letter, and the worse they read. They must access their 

prior knowledge to create meaning, so they have to avoid focusing at the letter level 

("Closeness"). She argues that comprehension is impossible if the reader is reading on a 

word-by-word or phrase-by-phrase basis, and she implies that this explains why basic 

writers have trouble revising their own texts. 

According to Fitzgerald, these empirical revision studies, while generating useful 

information about the ways expert readers/writers identify and solve problems, are 

insufficient because they assume the existence of universal "truths" about what makes for 

good writing, truths that can be discovered through observing experts' processes and then 

taught to students writing in completely different situations. What's lacking in these 

studies, she contends, is a theoiy of knowledge-making that foregrounds the social 

contexts within which people must create meaning for themselves and others. 

Revision as a Process of Convergence 

Fitzgerald argues for the necessity of a rhetorical model for studying revision, what 

she calls a Social-Interactive Model, one that focuses (»linkages between reader and 

writer. In such a model, the desired knowledge is not universal and decontextualized rules 

and cognitive solutions that lead to good writing, but rather an awareness of how people 
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work together to construct a shared reality. ICnowledge is thought to be situation-

dependent, with writers learning to write by writing and thinking about writing in sfjecific 

contexts. Fitzgerald's epistemological model enables her to arrive at a necessarily social 

definition of revision: "a process of social negotiation among participants in communities 

of writers and readers" (Towards 48). Using such a model, the cognitive "problems" 

observed in the earlier empirical studies are redefined as incongruities in writers'/readers' 

expectations. According to Fitzgerald, while the empirical studies do discuss a writer's 

need to consider her audience, these studies characterize such needs in terms of a writer's 

static goal; that is, writers working in isolation decide how best to connect with their 

audience, and their failures to do so are described as "cognitive breakdowns" rather than as 

miscommunications between writers and readers. Thus, the challenge for writers during 

revision is not to apply generalizable cognitive solutions but rather to analyze the ways in 

which an audience's needs and expectations are defined by particular situations. Once such 

knowledge is determined, the writer can then revise to fill in knowledge gaps, to dissolve 

incongruities, and to achieve *Yeciprocity" and "a state of convergence" {Towards 40) with 

the reader. 

This tendency to describe revision as a moment of convergence between writer and 

reader appears in book that appeared eight years before Fitzgerald's. Titled, aptly enough. 

Convergences: Transactions in Reading and Writing and published by NCTE in 1986, the 

book contains essays by various scholars within the field, many of whom theorize revision 

as a convergence of both processes and people: writing and reading, author and audience. 

In 'The Writing/Reading Relationship: Becoming One's Own Best Reader," for example, 

Richard Beach and JoAnne Liebman Kleine describe revision as a pivotal moment in the 

writing process when a writer must reread his text from the perspective of his intended 

reader. That is, be must analyze his audience in order to become his audience and thereby 

revise effectively. 
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So, we come full circle. In 1978 Donald Murray theorized revision as both a 

writer's internal process of learning what she wants to say as well as an external process of 

making that knowledge meaningful to someone other than herself. The empirical 

researchers conceptualized what that internal process might look like, and the rhetoricians 

reminded us that what's inside is tied to what's outside, and we're missing the big picuire 

if we try to separate them. Despite these differences in theory and methodology, however, 

one common assumption remains; that timely convergence is a good thing. 

Revision as a Process of Delayed Convergence 

When we theorize revision as a process of dissolving incongruities between 

readers' and writers' expectations, we fail to ask a critical question ripe with social and 

political implications: Why do those incongruities exist in the first place? Thus, when the 

goal of revision is thought only to be achieved consensus in meaning, writers bridge gaps 

before they have time to discover them and explore why they might exist. Such a theory of 

revision seems to work against the goals of teachers who promote cultural critique in their 

composition classrooms. In such a context, the revision models discussed above 

inadequately represent the postmodern epistemologies informing a composition course 

where the goal is to analyze diverse voices contributing to an ongoing cultural conversation 

about important contemporary issues. In the following charts, I summarize the above 

discussion in order to demonstrate how different theories of revision reflect certain 

epistemologies that in timi defme the purposes of composition: 
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Revision Goal of Epistemology Purpose of Revision 
Theory Revision Composition Strategies 

Positivistic. 

Knowledge is Writers identify 
thought to and fix surface 

To produce reside within a feature errors as 
technically text and a outlined in style 

Stage Model: correct texts reader's job is Students learn manuals and 
Revision is that do not to apprehend to write grammar 
defined as confuse or that meaning, to correctly. workbooks. 
editing. offend readers read "properly" 

who expect and to imcover Writers make 
flawless prose its single "true" lexical rather flawless prose 

meaning. than conceptual 
changes to the 

Knowledge is existing text 
revealed rather 
than mzide. 

Revision Goal of Epistemology Purpose of Revision 
Theory Revision Composition Strategies 

Writers reread 
their texts often 
in order to 

Problem- identify 
Solving Model: problems and 
Revision is a To solve then draw on a 
process conmiunication repertoire of 
whereby problems that Students learn strategies to fix 
individual result in a Knowledge is how to set goals them. 
writers solve writer's failure both revealed and achieve 
cognitive to achieve her and made. them through Writers consider 
breakdowns in defmed goal of the writing both their 
meaning- communicating process. purposes and 
making by her purpose to the needs of 
rereading their her target their audience. 
evolving te.xts in audience 
terms of their Writers make 
defmed goals. both lexical and 

conceptual 
changes to the 
existing text 
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Revision Goal of Epistemology Purpose of Revision 
Theory Revision Composition Strategies 

Writers reread 
their texts often 
from the 

To construct a perspective of 
Social- siiared reality; tiieir intended 
Interactive to reach Knowledge is audience. 
Model: consensus, to situation- Students learn 
Revision is a achieve dependent and how to analyze Writers remove 
process of reciprocity or a is constructed rhetorical or change 
negotiation state of by participants situations. passages that 
among convergence in specific conflict with the 
communities of with one's contexts. expectations of 
writers and reader; to be the community. 
readers. understood by 

one's reader Writers make 
both lexical and 
conceptual 
changes to the 
existing text. 

Revision Goal of Epistemology Purpose of Revision 
Theory Revision Composition Strategies 

Writers reread 
their texts often 
looking for 
biased assump
tions, con
tradictions, and 
potentially 
inflammatory 

Cultural Model passages. 
Revision is a To understand Knowledge is Students leam 

passages. 

process of the dif-ferences situation- how conflicts Writers write 
delaying that exist dependent and are constructed more about 
consensus so between writers is constructed and mediated in rather than 
that conflicts and readers; to by participants and through eliminate 
can be explore the in specific language. passages that 
sustained. roots of dis contexts. create conflict 
analyzed, and agreement within the 
understo^. community. 

Writers make 
both lexical and 
conceptual 
changes to the 
existing text 
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In the first three theories of revision, the reader-writer relationship is theorized in 

terms of connection and consensus; in the fourth, which I've termed a cultural model, I 

begin to define a relational rhetoric that helps us read and contend with disconnection as 

well. As such, I don't want to appear in favor of the fourth model only. To do so would 

be to ignore the reality that writers and readers need to understand one another. Instead, I 

want to focus our attention on the ways in which delaying consensus might actually foster 

understanding among participants within communities where conflicts exist and where 

participants believe in the need to give voice to the differences that create them. 

In her recently published Getting Restless: Rethinking Revision in Writing 

Instruction, Nancy Welch calls for a similar revision of the discipline's understanding of 

revision. Writing to scholars in composition studies who seek to understand revision as 

something more complex than a "stage" in a process model of composing, who seek to 

disrupt the notion that revision is simply about managing meaning, writing clearly, and 

reaching consensus, Welch argues that we must begin to theorize revision as an alchemic 

and necessarily social moment, both for the writer and in the writing. She draws on 

feminist psychoanalytic theory to venture a theory of revision that welcomes "dis

orientation" in the gaps between drafts. Such dis-orientation, she argues, enables writers 

to hear and contend with silences left unchecked in their previously "clear" versions. 

Welch's argument echoes many of my own concerns about the study of revision in our 

discipline, and my (n'oject continues her move toward articulating a theory of revision as it 

seeks to answer some of her calls for further research. 

When Feminism and Revision Meet 

In both feminist and composition studies, revision inspires hope, for it suggests 

that change is possible. Traditionally, academic feminists have viewed canonical revisions 

as fonns of political action. By revising the word, we hope to change the world. Writing 
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teachers also lcx)k to revision as a hopeful move, for students who reread and rewrite their 

texts often improve them. Consequently, feminist theories are especially useful in 

theorizing revision as a process of delayed consensus so that differences can be explored 

and understood. 

Despite the obvious overlaps between feminist and revision studies, this research 

has only just begun, perhaps because feminism came to the discipline relatively late.' 

Whatever the reasons for its delay, feminism arrived definitively to composition studies in 

February 1995, when Elizabeth Rynn, in a College English article reviewing two book-

length feminist projects, christened a new subfield: feminist composition. Scholars 

working in this subfield, she explains, draw on feminist scholarship in a variety of 

disciplines to extend "explorations of composition from a feminist perspective" (201). In 

her naming and description of this new subfield, Flynn legitimizes the importance of 

feminist theories in composition studies and the need to critique these theories as we import 

them into a new disciplinary context. However, despite the growing popularity of feminist 

composition, scholarly overviews don't have much to say about feminist rhetorics. Lester 

Faigley, for example, describes the field's study of feminist rhetorics as "underdeveloped," 

and in Ray Linn's A Teacher's Introduction to Postmodemisn, feminist theory is folded 

into a chapter on multiculturalism, and there is no mention of feminist rhetoric. Of course, 

this doesn't mean that the work isn't out there.^ Instead, I think it means that we haven't 

yet gathered the work in a way that creates linkages between feminist rhetorics and 

pedagogies within a definitive disciplinary context of rhetoric and composition studies. 

Consequently, there are good reasons for intersecting feminism and revision and 

contending with the fall-out, which is the goal of this dissertation. The first, and most 

obvious, is to rethink revision as both a political ideology and a textual practice. The 

second is to contribute to an underdeveloped conversation about feminist rhetoric by 

gathering diverse disciplinary voices to define a feminist-inspired revisionary rhetoric of 



21 

relationship. In the remainder of this introduction, I introduce the following key terms that 

I track throughout the dissertation, terms that emerge at the intersection of feminism and 

revision and inform an understanding of revision as a ptxx:ess of delayed connection: 

* Silence 

* Margins and Borders 

* (Re)reading and Responsibility 

Silence 

In her review of Jennifer Luke and Carmen Gore's Feminisms and Critical 

Pedagogies, Gesa Kirsch examines how the fields of education and wc^en studies 

intersect to form feminist critical pedagogy, a subfield that, "like critical pedagogy, is 

concerned with questions of power, equity, and authority in the classroom, but it adds 

gender as a critical factor into the equation" ("Review" 723). Dissatisfied with male 

scholars' lack of attention to issues of gender, Luke and Gore gather essays grounded in 

critical pedagogy and postmodern discourse that collectively deconstruct popular terms like 

voice, empowerment, dialogue, and collaboration. Kirsch concludes her review by 

arguing that silence is an important and undertheorized issue in feminist pedagogy, one that 

feminist scholars in rhetoric and composition studies must explore more thoroughly. 

Intersecting revision and feminist theories is one way to hear Kirsch's call, as 

silence emerges in both contexts as a key term with positive and negative connotations. 

Donald Murray's {Expecting) description of revision as a process of listening for the 

unexpected surprise in evolving texts foregrounds listening as participatory silence, a 

necessary pause wherein texts speak back to writers and promote creative change. Murray 

encourages revising writers to reread for what they haven't yet written, paying attention to 

the silences in their texts and allowing themselves to be surprised by the possibilities these 

silences afford. To be surprised by one's text, a writer needs to read with openness. 
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receptivity, and a listening ear. It is this willingness to listen to the unplanned meaning in 

language that fosters an atmosphere of creative silence needed to revise well. 

The belief in the artist's need for creative silence has been effectively problematized 

by feminist scholars, who argue that traditional representations of creative silence~the artist 

working alone in his garret, for example-undermine the social and political contexts within 

which art is produced and distributed. Thus, scholars like Tillie Olsen differentiate 

between "natural" silences-the artist's need for creative, reflective space, often denied to 

women--from "uimatural" ones, those voices silenced by the patriarchal practices of 

publishing and academic institutions. Oisen's book, aptly titled Silences, put the history of 

silence at the center of feminist theory. More recently feminist poststructuralist theorists 

have examined silence within the context of discursive relationships, where silence can 

signify both presence and absence, oppressive gesture and empowering practice, thematic 

content and generic form. 

In Listening to Silences: New Essays in Feminist Criticism, for example, editors 

Elaine Hedges and Shelley Fisher BshJdn gather essays that explore the often contradictory 

meanings assigned to silence in feminist contexts, thereby disrupting that belief that silence 

is "naturally good" or "bad." In her analysis of Joy Kogawa's novel, Obasan, for 

example, King-Kok Cheung examines the function of what she terms "attentive silence," a 

silence that results when readers are left with the task of piecing together parts of a text that 

don't make sense. More specifically, she analyzes how Kogawa's multivocal text, a text 

that is punctuated with silences, demands things from readers: The reader must attend to 

the unarticulated linkages and pnece together the broken parts; meaning permeates the 

spaces between what is said" (122). The reader is asked to grasp an absent presence 

through imaginative empathy, to feel what is not there and to begin to understand why. 

This ability to fall silent in order to feel the absences in texts is especially important, 

contends Cheung, when readers are reading texts that do not reflect dominant cultural 
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narratives. Kogawa's story, for example, is about a young Japanese-Canadian woman's 

attempts to piece together the silences that thwart her own understanding of her family's 

history-the history of those family members who siurived life in WWII internment camps 

as well as those who died in the bombings on Japan. Unable to call in familiar strategies 

for making sense of shared cultural stories, non-Japanese readers are made to fall silent as 

we struggle to understand the story's characters in ways Kogawa wishes them to be 

understood. Cheung's essay argues that reading for and understanding cultural difference 

requires that readers be made to fall silent, to engage in an attentive silence that helps us 

learn to listen better. 

This theme of the need for attentive silence in cross-cultural contexts is not limited 

to feminist literary theory. In "When the First Voice You Hear Is Not Your Own," rhetoric 

and composition studies scholar Jacqueline Jones Royster argues 'iiat the construction of 

subjectivity is closely tied not only to how one speaks but also to how one is heard. To 

support her argument, she dramatizes three scenes, all of them occurring within 

professional contexts, that demonstrate how stereotypical listening limits the range of 

subjectivities available to minority people. For example, when she invokes a black dialect 

while speaking, white audience members often compliment her for using her "authentic 

voice" in academic contexts. Such racist assumptions about what is "authentic" and what is 

not, she contends, prevent minority people from engaging in a wide range of voice 

constructions and insures that those who choose to speak in "inauthentic" ways will not be 

heard. Her argument thus implicates the reader/listener in the construction of meaning and 

encourages us to And ways to promote respectful and honorable conversations across 

boundaries. 
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Margins and Borders 

A second cluster of key terms that emerges at the intersection of revision and 

feminism is margins/borders. We write in the margins of our students' drafts, asking 

questions and demanding further inquiry. We write in the margins of the books we read, 

taking note of what we can use, what we are intrigued by, what we cannot understand. In 

both these roles, as writing teacher and academic reader, we intentionally interrupt one 

process (reading) with another (writing). In both, the margins represent spaces of creative 

interruption, the stopping of one process so that another might begin. 

Similarly, in feminist contexts, the margins are often theorized as sites of creative 

interruption, spaces where traditions and conventions are in flux and ill defmed and thus 

open to change. In Composing a Life, for example, Mary Catherine Bateson examines the 

lives of five women who experience life interruptions that, while painful, cause them to 

grow in important ways. Bateson argues that these women have, over the course of their 

lives, developed a revising attitude that enables them to survive and learn from unwanted, 

unexpected interruptions. As such, Batescn theorizes revision as a life skill and an 

improvisatory art, one where people "combine familiar and unfamiliar components in 

response to new situations...(3). She argues that we need to learn from the lives of 

these women because our cultural landscape (which she describes as "the century of the 

refugee") demands that people develop a revising attitude. A revising attitude is therefore 

more than just a toolkit for getting by; it is a way to live and live creatively, finding 

inspiration in the inevitable interruptions that punctuate our daily lives. By reading about 

the lives of these women, who, more so than men, have learned how to respond healthily 

to interruptions, Bateson argues that we can develop strategies for acquinng an openness to 

alternatives. 
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Another example of a feminist study dedicated to examining how work in the 

margins gives rise to creative change is Susan R. Van Dyne's Revising Life: Sylvia Plath's 

Ariel Poems. Van Dyne's book models a brand of revision studies where personal, 

theoretical, and textual contexts overlap and demonstrate how a writer's motivations to 

revise are culturally produced. More specifically. Van Dyne interprets twenty-five of 

Sylvia Plath's Ariel poems through three different but related contexts: Plath's journal 

entries from 1957-1959, feminist theories, and Plath's multiple drafts of her poems. As 

Van Dyne argues in the opening sentence of her book: 

For Sylvia Plath, revising her life was a recurrent personal and poetic necessity. In 

her letters and journals as much as in her fiction and poetry, Plath's habits of self-

representation suggest she regarded her life as if it were a text that she could invent 

and rewrite. (1) 

Van Dyne's central purpose is to capture Plath's subjectivity in process; that is, by 

analyzing the contradictions that emerge when these three contexts intersect. Van Dyne 

hopes to explore the contradictions among Plath's identities as middle-class wife, mother, 

and aspiring poet in 1950s America. As Van Dyne explains: 

I locate agency in the female subject not only in the self-conscious performances of 

these texts but also in Plath's writing of a revisionary history. In her journals we 

see her as a discerning subject, interpreting her positions in her culture. In the 

poems we see her refigiuing the textual representation of the position and in the 

process rearticulating a changed female subjectivity. Fmally by revision I mean to 

suggest that ways that Plath repeatedly invested in, dismantled, and reconstructed 

the personae she performed in her life, in her letters and journals, and in these 

poems. (7) 
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In her extensive analyses of Plath's revisions. Van Dyne pays particular attention to 

their materiality. For example, she analyzes how Plath used the back sides of manuscripts 

written by her then husband, poet Ted Hughes, to draft her own writing: 

Plath read and reread the reverse of these pages while composing, especially to get 

started or whenever she was stuck. The subversive revenge plots embedded in 

these poems become fully meaningful only when we read them in the context of his 

manuscripts that inspired and infuriated her. (34) 

Angered by the female subjectivities she often found inscribed in Hughes' writing, Plath 

turned the sheet over and revised. Plath also drafted poems on pink Smith College 

letterhead, which she obtained while working there, but she turned the header upside down 

before writing. Using these marginal spaces—the backside, the upside down—as sites of 

creative resistance, Plath models reinscription as a strategy for revision. 

This theme of revision as the possibility for creative change comes up again and 

again in both feminist and composition contexts. Scholars in both disciplines often read the 

margins as places where creativity blossoms. Indeed, disciplines like rhetoric and 

women's studies herald their interdisciplinary nature, and scholars in both fields argue that 

working across different disciplines creates spaces where useful, revisionary knowledge 

can be imagined beyond the limits of traditional disciplinary conventions. Linking the 

importance of interdisciplinary work to feminist demands for social change, Mary 

Catherine Bateson argues that the "most creative thinking occurs at the meeting places of 

disciplines.... At the edges, where lines are blurred, it is easier to imagine that the world 

might be different" (73). 

But if marginal spaces are sites fcH* creative change, feminist scholars also remind 

us that, because those working in them are marginalized, these sites can also be oppressive. 

In "Sideshadowing Teacher Response," for example, Nancy Welch problematizes the idea 

that teacher commentary in the margins of students' drafts is the best way to encourage 
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revision. No matter how "open-ended" and "non-directive" her responses might be, Welch 

argues that her comments nevertheless "take on weight and permanency" (376) and "work 

toward defining a reality" (376) for her students' drafts when, in fact, many realities are 

present. Working toward positioning the teacher's voice as truly one among many, Welch 

describes how students can be taught strategies for rereading and commenting in the 

margins of their own drafts. 

A more dramatic example of the oppressive potential of marginal spaces is Gloria 

Anzaldua's metaphor of the borderlands, which has become popular among 

rhetoric/composition scholars who strive to represent the interdisciplinary nature of their 

work. But in her own use of the metaphor, Anzaldua is careful to balance out creative 

possibility with the reality of violence. (See chapter 3 for a more thorough discussion of 

Anzaldua's use of the metaphor.) In her study of cross genre women's writing, including 

Anzaldua's Borderlands, Diane Freedman connects oppression to creative expression by 

exploring how ethnic women writers cross genres and languages in their texts. More 

specifically, she explores how these women writers create textual borders that parallel the 

geographical, sexual, and social borders of their lives. As Freedman speculates: 

Perhaps the more marginalized one feels, the more one wants to blur the division 

between public and private life and language and to resist both dualism and 

separatism by crossing from language to language, genre to genre, discipline to 

discipline, writer to reader. (71) 

Thus, these writers use creative textual (vactices to battle against the oppressive 

consequences of dualistic, separatist thinking. 

Similarly, in Van Dyne's analysis of Plath's revising process, we see another 

example of how the marginal space can be both creative and oppressive. In what she calls 

Plath's "one last attempt at balance," Van Dyne recounts Plath's final days before 

committing suicide in February 1963. In an effort to remake her life in the wake of her 
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divorce from Ted Hughes, Plath moved to London and took up residence in Yeats's former 

home, a move that she hoped would help her return to her writing. At this time Plath was, 

as Van Dyne observes, a woman whose husband had left her, a mother attempting to raise 

two children alone, and a daughter/writer trying to change the family narrative she most 

wanted to revise—to not be like her own mother. £}espite her hopefulness, Plath was never 

able to devote herself to her writing as she planned. Within days London was immobilized 

by one of the biggest winter storms in its history. Alone and depressed in a drafty flat with 

a nonworking phone, Plath was unable to hire a nanny to help with child-rearing; thus, she 

found little time to write. On the back of a draft of Plath's poem "Kindness" are two lists 

for possible "mother's helpers," none of whom was ever hired (170). Three times Plath 

tried to muster the energy to leave her home and venture out into the snow to buy diapers 

for her children, and three times she failed. In "Kindness," Plath writes that "the blood jet 

is poetry." Van I!)yne argues that in drafting this poem Plath tried to rewrite women's 

productive legacy, to fmd a way for women to create and live on through their writing 

rather than through having children. And yet, as Van Dyne observes, the back of the 

poem's draft, with its list of mother's helpers, "reveals [Plath's] culturally and materially 

gendered contradictory position" (170). Taken together, the poem and the list demonstrate 

the duality of marginal work; On the one hand there is the hope that things can be different; 

on the other is the reality that hope is never enough. 

(Re)reading and Responsibility 

A final cluster of key terms that emerges at the intersection of revision and feminism 

is (re)reading and responsibility. Of course, in composition contexts, rereading is 

understood to be a necessary component in the revision process, as writers must reread 

their texts in order to write again. Similariy, in feminist contexts, rereading has been a 

primary way of rethinking canonical texts and the traditions that create them. Because 
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rereading in so important in both fields, scholars in each have focused their efforts on 

rereading reading. In ch^ter 5,1 explain a Burkean theory of reading for the transcendent 

term, my interpretation of which has been very much influenced by an impressive body of 

feminist reading research already established in the field. In tlieir introduction to Gender 

and Reading, for example, Elizabeth Flynn and Ratrocinio P. Schweickert consider the 

implications of the term responsibility in masculinist vs. feminist contexts. Citing Carol 

Gilligan's work, the authors explain that in the former context, responsibility is often 

associated with liability-one acts responsibly when he exercises his rights without 

infringing upon those of others. In feminist contexts, however, responsibility is more 

closely tied to responsiveness to others' needs (xx), to ways of "minimizing pain and 

preserving relationships" (xx). This difference in meaning is reflected in Michael Hassett's 

essay in which he describes the kinds of texts that enhance a reader's ability to respond, 

that is, a reader's response-oZ't^. 

Feminist reading research like that discussed above emerged in response to 

objectivist and reader-response models of reading. As Flynn and Schweikert explain, the 

goal of an objectivist model is to read properly, either cognitively, through the correct 

apprehension of meaning, or affectively, through the correct experience of the text's 

intended effects (ix). Kathleen McConnick closely critiques the cognitive version of 

objectivist reading theory, wherein reading is theorized as a mental rather than a social or 

ciiltural process. Rather than analyze relationships between writers and readers and the 

effects of culture on the making of meaning, cognitive models examine how readers 

process information. These models view reading as a hierarchy of skills, from the 

microlevel to the more complex, from phonics to reading for meaning. To make meaning, 

readers must actively draw on prior knowledge to process texts, and their goal as readers is 

to comprehend those texts. McCormick explains that while cognitive models, through the 

lens of schema theoi^, d'ten recognize the importance of the pricM* knowledge (which can 
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be theorized socially), pedagogies and research studies using their premises too often 

"reproduce traditional roles in students who must passively accept from their teachers the 

'appropriate' background knowledge so that they can understand texts 'correctly'" (22). 

Furthermore, schema theory rests on universals, which define the "appropriateness" of a 

given schema accessed for knowledge-making. Like Flynn and Schweikert, McCormick 

critiques this model because it allows for only one properiy apprehended version of textual 

truth and allows no room for multiple views. 

Reader-response theorists have, in turn, responded to the limitations of objectivism 

by acknowledging the ways in which a reader's background and prior experience converge 

with a text and work together to make meaning. Whereas objectivist theories position the 

reader as passive recipient of ready-made meaning whose only job is to apprehend that 

meaning correctly, reader-response theorists argue that readers actively participate in the 

interpretation of meaning. However, while these theories make readers co-stars in the 

meaning-making drama, feminist critics like Schweikert contend that most reader-response 

theories fail to consider implications of race, class, and gender. She argues that feminist 

reading theorists need to revise male-controlled reader-response theories from a feminist 

perspective. 

More specifically, Schweikert reviews different models of reading proposed by 

theorists who do not consider how a reader's socially constructed gender influences the 

making of meaning. She explains how this absence leads to reading theories that privilege 

interpretive control rather than relationship among writer, reader, and text For example, in 

Jonathan Culler's work, the central question-does the text control the reader, or vice 

versa? (36)- is founded on the assimiption that the process of meaning-making is naturally 

authoritarian. Other reading theories focus on analyzing the differences between what is in 

a text vs. that which is supplied by the reader. Schweikert argues that these theories, by 
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focusing on issues of interpretive ownership, fail to consider how meaning is made during 

the process of rhetorical interaction. 

In her feminist revision of these theories, Schweikert offers a description of reading 

that replaces Culler's dialectic of control with one of communication and connection. 

Rather than a quest for control or ownership, reading becomes "an intersubjective 

encounter" (52), an attempt "to connect with the existence behind the text" (S3). Such a 

theory of reading seeks to humanize an author by making her and her text a living subject 

rather than a timeless object Schweiken explains that feminist readers can create this kind 

of relationship with authors and their texts by learning about and then linking the specific 

contexts within which writers write and readers read. As such, reading becomes both self-

reflective and dialogic. 

Clearly, then, feminist reading theories call for a new kind of readerly work. The 

reader must be implicated in the meaning making process; she can not view the text from 

some mythical and objective distance. She must approach it, touch it, acknowledge how 

and when and why she is changed by it And because she is implicated, she is also 

responsible. She is responsible for being response-able. 

One of my favcnite essays that models this kind of feminist reading is Nancy 

Mairs's "!n Search of 'In Search of Our Mothers' Chtrdens': Alice Walker." I've heard 

Mairs read aloud on several occasions, and always I marvel at the depths to which she is 

willing to go among strangers. She writes and talks candidly about her depressions, 

attempted suicide, adultery, MS. Reading Mairs reading Walker, I see how the first found 

her coimection to the second, and how I find my way to them both. In her essay Mairs 

redefines literary analysis by framing her close textual reading of Walker's essay within an 

autobiographical context More specifically, Mairs locates her analysis within 

metadiscursive commentary that acknowledges her own anxiety about being a white, 

middle-class, academic "doing" Alice Walker. By recognizing her limitations as a reader. 
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Mairs creates an expansive space that deepens her understanding of the text, its author, and 

herself. As such, Mairs's essay models how a feminist reading process transformed into 

written product functions as revisionary rhetoric. 

Mairs begins her essay with metadiscursive commentary that acknowledges her 

struggle to read and write as she knows she must: 

The process of writing in order to pull together the ideas that my reading has 

yielded remains essential to my construction of the world. It's about the hardest 

work I know, however, and so left to my own devices I'm apt to work double-

crostics or call around town getting estimates on upholstery cleaning instead. (630) 

Through an autobiographical lens, Mairs describes the context within which she 

approached the essay she is about to analyze: She was taking a class, she was trying to 

learn to write academically onrf personally, she was lonely, she was over-eager in her 

attempts to shine as the class feminist By revealing her struggles as reader and student, 

Mairs develops a feminist ethos founded not on mastery but on something else-a 

willingness to go in search of. This search begins when Mairs recognizes her own 

limitations. For example, as she prepares for her class presentation on Walker, Mairs 

explains what she could not possibly do: 

I plunged almost instantly into despair. I had two weeks to prepare. I sensed 

before finishing the first essay that to do the right sort of Job, I needed to read all of 

Alice Walker, as well as the work of Margaret Walker, Toni Morrison, Audre 

Lorde, Ann Allen Shockley, Toni Cade Bambara, Michele Wallace, and any 

number of other writers all the way back to Phyllis Wheatley and especially Zora 

Neale Hurston, together with everything I could lay my hands on in black feminist 

theory. (631) 

And what she could not possibly be: 1 was—and am—intractably white and thus, possibly 

by my very nature, incapable of accurately reading a black writer" (631). 
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But Mairs's essay does not end with this line, so as readers we understand that 

somehow Mairs finds a way "to do the right sort of job," and she does so, she tells us, by 

surrendering New Critical attachments and instead letting "Alice Walker teach me how to 

read Alice Walker" (632). With this move, Mairs illustrates how revisionary rhetors can 

learn to speak back to texts they fear they cannot understand: They give up claims to 

mastery ; by giving up they fall into despair; by falling into despair they become ready to 

listen. 

Mairs's specific enactment of revisionary rhetoric takes on the form of a textual 

mirror She reads Walker's essay by identifying key discursive strategies and then speaks 

back using those same strategies in her own essay. This mirroring process gives Mairs a 

way to read Walker and thereby overcome her initial despair, and ultimately bring her own 

response into being. The key strategy that Mairs both identifies as reader and uses as 

writer is that of inclusive revisioning of terms, concepts, and forms. Such revisions are 

undertaken by both authors so that old versions are stripped of their power to exclude. As 

Mairs explains. Walker invents new strategies, "both structural and symbolic, which 

disrupt the pattern of expectations imposed by the dominant literary tradition... so that 

what has not been permitted to exist can come into being" (632). For Walker, this means 

redefining what counts as art, who counts as artist For Mairs, this means redefining what 

coimts as "appropriate" literary analysis. Both rhetors redefine an exclusive tradition by 

employ[ing] and thereby validat[ing] many of the cognitive modes—indirection, 

associative reasoning, anecdotal development, reliance on folk wisdom and 

intuition-which patriarchal critics have traditionally devalued by ascribing them to 

women and other primitive thinkers. (Mairs 632) 

Mairs explains, for example, how the structural form of Walker's essay-with its 

unidentifiable thesis statement and its fifty (often one-sentence) paragr^hs within the span 

of twelve pages-challenges composition pedagogies that stress oxiventional notions of 
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"focus" and "development" Wzdker also revises acnial text from Virginia Woolfs A 

Room of One's Own, inserting "the realities of the black woman's history, broadening 

Woolfs view to encompass experiences of which Woolf would never have been aware" 

(633). On the sentence level, Mairs examines how Walker's breaks with syntactic 

convention create a sense of urgency, a feeling of movement By "playing against 

convention" in both her content and structural form. Walker is able "to keep the reader 

unfixed, unlulled, open to [her] search" (633). 

And it is by being open to Walker's search that Mairs eventually feels invited to join 

it. Following Walker's lead, Mairs disrupts genre conventions by refusing to separate 

personal writing and literary criticism. Even her choice of title, which links Walker's essay 

to Walker the essayist, acknowledges that an ethical quest to understand a writer's words 

must also include an attempt to understand the writer's relationship to those words. For 

Mairs, this ethical responsibility becomes both more challenging and necessary when the 

reader, by virtue of race or gender or class, feels removed from the text and anxious about 

reading it well. However, rather than disassociate herself from the text and its author with 

cop-outs like "I can't relate to this" or "It's not my job to interpret this," Mairs reads her 

anxiousness as a first step toward fuller listening, and she is able to "read" this anxiousness 

and feel its implications because she breaks generic form and actually writes it. Like 

Walker, who speaks the unspeakable by insisting on talking about spirituality and vaginas, 

topics that make ruost academic readers queasy and uncomfortable, Mairs also speaks the 

unspeakable, for she begins an academic literary analysis with a gesture that calls into 

question the very ways we teach our students to build a credible ethos. However, viewed 

through the lens of revisionary rhetoric, Mairs's strategy works well. By writing about her 

struggles to read, Mairs creates, paradoxically, the very space within which she finds she 

can read well—she both hears Walker's words and speaks back in her own. Ultimately, it 
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is by her Initial acknowledgment of her own "writerly pickle" that Mairs becomes a more 

response-able reader. 

Thus, viewed through the lens of revisionary rhetoric, strategies for writing and 

reading are the same, and given our commitment to disrupting binaries, that is as it should 

be. By engaging in rigorous self-reflection and then committing those reflections to paper, 

readers become writers connecting with other writers and themselves. They speak back to 

texts in ways that invite those texts' authors to respond in turn. Through an ongoing 

process of acknowledging their partial world views, by making themselves vulnerable 

through their revelation of limitation, revisionary rhetors embrace disconnection, and in so 

doing, they open the door to increased intimacy and understanding. 

X « * 

Chapter one, "Revising Silence: Toward a Rhetoric of Dialogue," is an 

interdisciplinary study of the meaning of silence in three different contexts: Deaf studies, 

feminist studies, and feminist composition. Its purpose is to deconstruct the belief that 

silence in both feminist and composition contexts is a naturally "bad" thing. Instead, I 

argue that scholars in both fields need to contextualize their reading of silence in order to 

discover the ways silence might function as both a rhetorical choice and a practical 

necessity in situations where dialogue is the desired goal. 

Chapter two, "Revision Hope: Writing Disruption in Composition Studies," 

continues my work with silence by theorizing silence as transformative disruption. 

Specifically, I examine how silence can function as both a manifestation of failed 

connection and, paradoxically, the delay necessary for creating a space that fosters greater, 

more informed connection. 

Chapter three, "On the Borders of Belonging: Revision, Identity, and Multigenre 

Texts," demonstrates the connection between the key terms of silence, margins, and 

borders by examining sample multigenre texts that enact revisionary rhetoric. I analyze 
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how the textual features of metadiscursivity and intertextuality reveal the constructed nature 

of all texts and thereby create gaps, or silences, out of which readers can respond. I 

specifically analyze how multigenre texts written by rhetoric/composition scholars 

encourage a revisioning of a scholalry ethos that is defined by dominant genre conventions. 

Ch^ter four, 'Toward Hearing the Impossible: A Multigenre Revision of Robert 

Coimors' Teaching and Learning As a lAaxi—Revised" enacts the theory I articulate by 

demonstrating how my initial reading of Connors' essay, which is written in traditional 

academic essay form, produced a reading that did not expand my point of view but rather 

made me angry and confrontational. Because I feel a strong personal and professional urge 

to hear Connors' argument, I revise his essay by including responses from interviews with 

male writing teachers, thereby creating a multigenre text that enacts the principles of a 

revisionary rhetoric as it promotes better listening. 

Chapter five, "Revisionary Reading: Making Feminist Re-Seaich," demonstrates 

linkages between the key terms of reading and response-ability by describing a process of 

reading that obligates readerly response, both in terms of constructing textual meaning as 

well as reflecting on how that meaning gets made. I introduce Kenneth Burke's theory of 

reading for the transcendent term, a reading theory that helps readers make sense of 

potentially confusing multigenre texts. I then apply Burke's theory to three experimental 

texts: a Platonic dialogue, a multivoiced feminist essay, and a rough draft of my own 

revision of Cotmors' essay. 

Ch^ter six, "Vulnerable Writers as Work," describes my spring 1997 Writing 

about Literature course, which was founded on principles of a revisionary rhetoric. In 

addition to explaining course assignments and their underiying theories, I problematize the 

assumption that students should revise in order to manage meaning and achieve clarity. 

Specifically, I argue that teachers promote—albeit often unknowingly—a simplified version 

of revision-as-editing when they ask students to write what Nancy Welch terms "real tight" 
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essays, texts that foreground traditional notions of coherence and clarity at the expense of 

contradiction, disruption, and expanded points of view. I explore what is gained when 

students write different kinds of essays, the kind that Michael Hassett says invite response-

-those that continue the conversation—because they make response possible. Rather than 

having the appearance of unity and coherence, these texts invite readers in by revealing 

contradictions and their own constnictedness as texts. To support my theory, I cite and 

analyze students' writing, which demonstrates how a course founded on principles of a 

relational rhetoric helps students contend with silences and contradictions in the various 

texts of their lives. 

In a multigenre epilogue, "On Lack, Progress, and Perfection," I explore the 

usefulness of reconceivng revision as progression toward wholeness rather than perfection. 

* * * 

You meet a person, and the first sentence he utters on some controversial 

subject is spoken in such tonalities as though he were speaking in 

conclusion. —Kenneth Burke {Rhetoric 98) 

There is a tone of voice. It is the tone that says this conversation was over before it 

began. It is the tone that has the nerve to mask itself as conversation. It's the tone of 

Aristotle defining fear. Asif. As if he knows my fear. Or yours. It's the tone that makes 

little children sit up and feel ashamed for being themselves. Sister Marie Karen had it My 

father has it I've been known to have it Once, in an argument with my ex-husband, I 

told him his inflection bothered me. "My inflection?!" he screamed. "Now you want to 

change my inflection, too?" Once, in an argument with an ex-lover, I told him his apology 

felt insincere. "You get a B+ for content," I told him, "but a C- for expression." 

Exja-ession matters to me. Inflection affects me. There is a tone of voice that says I 

am here, I am listening. There is a tone of voice that says I am not going to leave when 
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you get furious or sad or needy or crazy. Even when you are you, I am still listening. 

Even when I am talking back, I am still listening. 

How do we write that tone? 



CHAPTER ONE 

REVISING SILENCE: TOWARD A RHETORIC OF DIALOGUE 

"Silence is a critical pedagogical concept that remains largely untheorized 
in both feminist and composition studies..(Kirsch, "Review" 729). 

"The desire to know and to teach makes us speak and remain silent" (Scott 3). 

When I am dead, even then 
I will still love you, I will wait in these poems. 
When I am dead, even then 
I am still listening to you. 
I will still be making poems for you 
out of silence; 
silence will be falling into that silence, 
it is building music. (Rukeyser 230) 

In a poem titied "Censorship," the self-identified working-class, lesbian, socialist 

poet Karen Brodine begins, "All my life, the urgency to speak, the pull toward silence" 

(86). These words resonate with me. In fact, they move me so much that I want them 

here, in the body of my text, giving form and meaning to my content in a way that an 

epigraph cannot. Like Brodine, I know what it means to feel moved and pulled in these 

two seemingly opposite directions. When I read authors like Adrienne Rich, Audre Lorde, 

bell hooks, and Gloria Anzaldtia, I embody the urgency of speech. As influential and 

powerful feminists and writers, these women argue in no uncertain terms that our collective 

voice is our ticket to survival. And I listen. I yell, "hey, stop rubbing yourself against my 

leg" to the creep on the bus, and he looks amazed. He didn't realize I could talk. Three 

other women resound in spontaneous chorus: "Is that man hurting you? Leave that girl 

alone!" Their words, in respcmse to mine, form an armless embrace that coimects us 

across and against 

To speak of silence, to want to speak of it as something other than how I've come 

to know it, feels risky to me. For courage, I return to Brodine's words, and I am relieved: 

Like me, she feels the pull to silence. But then I pause and remember that Karen Brodine 
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died in her 40s, from breast cancer and a sexist, classist, racist male-dominated medical 

establishment that sees certain people-especially women of color and lesbians and gays-

not as people but as expendable goods. I think of the poet Jane Kenyon, who recently died 

of cancer, diagnosed long after her husband, the poet Donald Hall, was diagnosed with his 

own brand of the disease, and he lives on. Silence = Oeath the buttons read, and I shift 

from the metaphorical to the literal. In her collection of essays. Talking Back, bell hooks 

quotes, more than once, the following poem, "Litany for Survival," by Audre Lorde: 

and when we speak we are afraid 
our words will not be heard 
nor welcomed 
but when we are silent 
we are still afraid 

So it is better to speak 
remembering 
we were never meant to survive. 

Adhenne Rich teaches me that, when women are silent, they exist neither in discourse nor 

in the world, thus linking the metaphors in and of language to our literal and material life on 

this earth. And I think, "who am I to want to reconsider this term, this thing called 

silence?" 

I am a feminist, a budding poet, an avid reader, a student of American Sign 

Language, and a teacher of writing. I love telling stories and listening to them, too. I get 

angry sometimes, which can be good, like that time on the bus. Other times I worry I'm 

"putting out too much negative energy." I have somewhat jokingly named my angry side 

Linda, after the actress Linda Rorentino, who stars in the movie The Last Seduction. 

Linda sticks up for me, but she silences others, too. I know; they've told me. (Julie, not 

Linda. No one talks to Linda.) As a feminist, teacher, and human being who strives to 

connect with other human beings, I worry that when I silence others I am guilty of the kind 

of oppressive gesture that so many feminists-including me-rail against I realize that my 

own anger-filled speech often makes dialogue impossible, but I also understand that 
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dialogue is not always my goal. I'm searching for answers, and the questions are 

complex. How can I communicate in ways that jive with my feminist principles? When 

do 1 speak? When should I speak, how, and why? When should 1 keep silent so that 

others might find the space to speak? In short, how can someone like me begin to define a 

rhetoric of dialogue? 

Limitations and Possibilities 

For my purposes, I define dialogue as the process through which people speak and 

listen to one another and are somehow changed as a result of the exchange. In composition 

studies it is often assumed that dialogue facilitates learning, for learning, as Joseph Harris 

explains, begins when oppositional voices are sustained rather than suppressed. The 

presence of these voices demands that they be negotiated and rethought in a meaningful 

social context. Like David Bartholomae, Harris argues that speakers in academic 

situations, whether they be essays or classrooms, learn the most when their own positions 

are voiced, challenged, negotiated, and revised. For both theorists, learning begins when 

student writers work against--or oppose-something: a common discourse or a conflicting 

poinl of view . 

Scholars in the field of composition studies, much like those in feminist studies, 

have emphasized the role of speaking for good reasons. Although these reasons may not 

be as blatantly political as those in feminist studies, they nevertheless situate "voice" as a 

fundamentally importanl concept in the field.^ Because so much has been written and 

spoken about voice in both fields, I choose instead to visit the second term in a relatively 

une.xamined binary: voice/silence. Specifically, I argue that we've limited our 

understanding of silence by constructing it as the negative "other" of privileged voice. By 

drawing on works in a variety of disciplines, I seek to displace silence in relation to voice 
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in order to deconstruct the binary and thereby make dialogue—which requires a silent 

presence—more of a possibility in our disciplines, our classrooms, and the world. 

My reconsideration of silence is necessary because it is a complex, ambiguous 

concept that operates beyond the literal realm. Too often, however, the complexity of 

silence is ignored and its meaning is instead based on simple opposition (Saville-Troike 3). 

That is, silence comes to mean the absence of that which is signified by voice; speech, 

personality, story, history, life. Such an opposition does two things: (1) it sets up silence 

as a naturally negative construct; and (2) it obscures the oppressive ideologies informing 

its construction. The negative connotations often assigned to silence are further 

complicated once we realize that silence is a gendered, raced, classed, and audist term. 

From the cliche "silence is golden," used to describe the behavior of "good" (read: white, 

middle-class) girls in certain formal contexts (like church and school), to the "pregnant 

pause," that creative space that gives birth to an idea or work of art, our terms for 

expressing and understanding-indeed, constructing-silence reveal much about our culture 

and its oppressive ideologies. In short, when we assume we know what silence is-its 

meaning, expression, motivation, and effect—we naturalize and normalize that which 

deserves a context-bound analysis. 

Silence and Nature 

The assumption that certain people are "naturally" silent is a dangerous one, for it 

obscures the ideologies at work in the construction o( their silence. As Robert L. Scott 

explains: 

[t]he very structure of privilege will generate silences. When the privileges are 

systemic, that is, more than momentary, the attendant silences will be systemic. 

Moreover, the silences will be taken as evidence of substance, as being in the nature 

of things. Speaking, then, will be taken as against nature for those categories of 
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people thus described [women]. Silence will be taken as symbolizing their natural 

condition. (10) 

But the same can be said about the meaning of silence itself: That is, when we assume that 

silence is "naturally" bad, we ignore how and why silence is assigned value judgments in 

different contexts. As Deborah Tannen explains, silence can be viewed either positively or 

negatively, depending on the situation and the observer. For example, silence between 

intimate friends and lovers often indicates a special bond, an "interpersonal rapport so great 

that people understand each other without putting their thoughts in words" (95). But, as 

Tannen continues, this interpretation of silence-as-connection varies from observer to 

observer. That is, while the silent lovers sitting in a coffee shop might feel connected to 

one another, a third party-the man across the aisle, for instance-might read their silence as 

a sign that the couple had an argument and are giving each other the "silent treatment" (95). 

In a cogent summary of the positive and negative valuations of silence, Tannen argues that 

[sjilence is seen as positive when it is taken as evidence of the existence of 

something positive underlying—for example, proper respect; the silence of the 

telephone when it represents solitude for creative work.... But silence is also 

seen as positive if it is assimied to represent the omission of something negative—If 

you can't say something nice, don't say anything'.... Silence becomes a bad 

thing if it seems to represent the existence of something negative-the silence of 

seething anger [for example] But it is also negatively valued if it is assumed 

to represent the omission of something positive.... (95) 

This second example of negative silence—the omission of a positive—"hinges on whether 

or not participants feel something should be said" (Tannen 96). Thus, in the coffee shop 

example, the lovers view the silence positively, for they feel a connection in the absence of 

speech. The man, however, conditioned to believe that intimacy requires conversation, 

reads their silence as an omission and therefcxe negatively. 
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Tannen's analysis of the context-bound meaning of silence challenges assumptions 

that silence is inherently negative. Furthermore, it suggests that silences—like spoken 

words—are interpreted differently by different people in different situations. Her study 

fuels my project, for it makes clear how silence is an acquired cultural practice (Saville-

T roike 11), one that can be—indeed, must be-analyzed as language. By engaging in such 

an analysis of silence, we can stop legitimizing and perpetuating its oppressive deployment 

and instead acknowledge the possibilities it affords as a rich and relatively unexamined 

research site. In the remainder of this chapter, I will conduct such an analysis as I examine 

how silence has been constructed in three different disciplinary contexts: Deaf studies, 

feminist studies, and feminist composition. While these three fields overlap in many ways 

(especially the last two), ray goal is to highlight their differences in ways that expose the 

contradictory meanings assigned to silence and, by extension, the value Judgments made 

about those who are silent I conclude with a discussicm of how a revised, more complex 

understanding of silence affects our theory and practice of dialogue. 

Silence in Deaf Studies 

Silence, both literally and metaphorically, is at once a problematic and empowering 

term in Deaf studies and for deaf people.'* Hrst, the linkage that makes silence 

synonymous with deaf people and their experiences is troubling for a number of reasons.^ 

Perhaps the most obvious is that deaf people are not silent Within safe and secure 

environments, like the home or popular Deaf clubs, deaf people use their spoken voices for 

a variety of reasons, such as calling out to their hearing children and expressing emotions 

(Preston 124). However, in public situations, surrounded by hearing people, deaf people 

are much more likely to remain silent As young children, deaf people learn that the 

monitoring of sound is a primary way for an audist culture to exercise its power and 

control. For example, Carol Padden and Tom Humphries relate that 
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at some point in their development of knowledge about sound, IDeaf children begin 

to understand that one important thing to learn about sound is how hearing people 

think about When our friend told us about the experiments in the playroom, the 

whooping and shrieking into the walls, he could not remember it without 

mentioning the hearing counselors' reaction; "You're all nothing but animals!' 

(96-97) 

The authors also report that hearing people react negatively to deaf people's "improper" 

sounds in certain public settings where silence is often the preferred norm, places like 

classrooms and public restrooms (97). Furthermore, their interviews reveal that deaf 

people are most severely reprimanded when these sounds are spontaneous and/or 

connected to the body: for example, explosive laughter, stomach rumblings, belching, and 

flatulence (97-99). Their research dispels the myth that deaf people are naturally silent; 

instead, it invites us to consider how a dominant hearing culture, with its attendant audist 

ideology, enforces silence in public discourse. 

A second problem with the silence-deafness linkage is that it perpetuates stereotypes 

about deaf people and deaf experience. Padden and Humphries argue that the metaphor of 

silence represents what hearing people "believe to be the dark side of Deaf people, not only 

an inability to use sound for human communication, but a failure to know the worid 

directly" (91-92). Because those bom deaf have no access to acoustic sound and therefore 

langtiage as hearing people know it, the dominant hearing culture assumes that deaf people 

"are condemned to a life lacking a depth of meaning that sound makes availaUe to hearing 

people" (Padden and Humphries 92). For example, hearing people often assume that deaf 

people's lives are diminished because they can't experience things like music and poetry. 

In response to these stereotypical beliefs, Arden Neisser counters: 

Few professionals in the world of the deaf have ever thought seriously about 

deafness. They think only about hearing: bearing loss, partial hearing, residual 
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hearing, and the conduction of sound. They spend a great deal of time describing 

to their deaf clients and pupils all the things they are missing, like music, and 

pxDetry, and bird-song. I never heard so much talk about string quartets, sonnets, 

and the uplifting muimurings of nature as I did at the schools for the deaf! 

Everybody seems obsessed with sound. (5) 

Padden and Hiunphries argue that this obsession is profoundly audist, for it is based on 

hearing-centric notions of rhythm, harmony, resonance, and dissonance (104). Explaining 

how deaf poets rely on vision and movement rather than sound to establish rhythm, they 

contend: "Deaf people's own resources... can be mined to create rich layers of meaning 

beyond the simple denotative to the realm hearing people assign to music" (109). The 

authors argue for the revision of terms like music and poetry, challenging the dominant 

hearing culture to consider how its audist ideology controls both the meaning and value of 

deaf people's artistic expression. 

The linkage that makes silence and deafness synonymous is also problematic 

because, when silence is viewed as the negative other in a sound/silence binary, as it is by 

the dominant hearing culture, sound-based language becomes the norm and ASL—and by 

extension, the people who use it—forms of deviance. This privileging of sound over 

silence in the context of deaf people's lives translates into three oppressive practices: (1) the 

promotion of oralist pedagogies designed to foster speech production and lip-reading 

abilities; (2) the refusal to accept American Sign Language (ASL) as a "real" language; and 

(3) the legitimization of expensive and painful medical procedures to "cure" deafness. 

Within deaf education, there is a major split between those who advocate the 

teaching of ASL and those who argue that deaf children must be taught the "oral method." 

ASL is a manual signing system with its own grammar and syntax very different from that 

of English. Those who argue for the legitimacy of ASL ccmtend that it—not English—is the 

first language of the deaf in America. The oral method, however, is not a manual signing 
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system; instead it involves teaching deaf children to speak—in English—and to read lips. 

Educators who advocate the oral method contend that deaf children will never make it in the 

hearing worid if they don't learn how to conununicate with hearing people on their terms, 

that is, through spoken English. But, despite what its prc^nents claim, many Deaf 

schdars argue that oralism is not in the best interests of the deaf. By exposing how it is 

rooted in ignorant and oppressive ideologies, advocates for the deaf argue for the 

legitimacy of ASL and the eradication of teaching methods that promote speech at its 

expense.' 

The first assirnipdon—sometimes acknowledged, often not—that informs oralism is 

that ASL is not a "real" language. According to Padden and Humphires, Helmer 

Myklebust's Psychology of Deafness {1957) legitimized this assumption and has since 

greatly influenced oralism's acceptance amcmg deaf educators. Essentially, Myklebust 

argues that speech is the foundation of human language. Thus, any language that does not 

have as its foundation speech is not fully human. As Padden and Hiunphries explain, 'The 

implicaticm for deaf people who use sign lanaguge is clean their choice makes them lesser 

humans unable to achieve their ultimate human potential" (59). Despite the fact that 

Myklebust's conclusions were based c« highly speculative, impressionistic data rather than 

on systematic analyses of ASL, and despte the fact that research by linguists like William 

Stokoe and Ursula Bellugi have disfn-oved Myklebusts's claims (Bnieggemaim 413), many 

educators of the deaf still refuse to acknowledge the legitimacy of ASL. As Neisser relates, 

"The aim of deaf education fcM* close Dj a century has been teaching the deaf to speak and 

lipread. Despite the fact that few deaf students have ever achieved these goals, it still is" 

(3). 

By maintaining that ASL is not a "real" language, oralism's advocates have been 

able to defend their use of o[^ressive educational practices. Neisser notes, for example, 

that, at the beginning of the 1900s, 
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all schools for the deaf in America switched to oral methods exclusively. ASL was 

prohibited, even outside classrooms. Children's hands were tied, to prevent 

signing. Even when alone with each other, deaf children were expected to use oral 

language and to read each other's lips. Or to pretend to. (30) 

Examining how a 19th century belief in technology and the progressivism of science 

contributed to the growth of oralism , Neisser argues that oralist movements are influenced 

by rituals of power 

I often suspect that ASL is unpopular as a teaching method because it doesn't cost 

anything; it can't be copyrighted, it doesn't require sophisticated equipment, and no 

educational specialists are needed except for skilled and/or native signers. (106). 

Currently, strictly oralist pedagogies are being replaced by something termed Total 

Communication, which combines instruction in manual signing, speech production, and 

lip-reading. However, despite the growing acceptance of manual languages, many ASL 

advocates still view these Total Communication schools with suspicion, as they often 

privilege speech, lip-reading, and manual English (sound language systems) over ASL, 

which requires no sound (Padden and Humphries 51).^ In short, many ASL advocates 

worry that speech-based pedagogies, in conjunction with hearing and speech production 

industries and their accompanying technologies-from microphones and speech analyzers, 

complex mirror and computer systems to radical auricular surgeries—perpetuate the belief 

that deafness is a medical pathology whose "cure" is sound. 

Harian Lane's Foucauldian analysis of cochlear surgeries performed on deaf 

children is an even more comprehensive analysis of how scientific discourse, in 

constructing deafness as deviance, legitimizes radical surgery. In his review of Lane's 

book. The Mask of Benevolence, Lennard Davis explains how cochlear implantation is a 

highly controversial procedure whereby surgeons 
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rush to implant in deaf children electronic cochlear devices—bionic ears, in effect 

These devices have not, according to Lane, been sufficiently tested by the FDA, nor 

do they produce more than vague sounds in the ears of deaf children. Nonetheless, 

these devices are imposed on the deaf by distraught hearing parents and desperate 

deaf educators, together with patent-owning companies. Lane describes, in a scene 

that makes medieval torture sound tame, how the surgeon saws and drills through 

the skull and finally snakes a wire into the ear. (Davis 47) 

The surgery is controversial for a number of reasons. First, Lane and others argue that its 

long-term effects have not been sufficiently studied by the FDA and that the move to 

implant deaf people reflects a hearing-centric mindset that denies the legitimacy of ASL as a 

language. Second, the implant does not work well for people bom deaf or who become 

deaf early in life. Instead, people who seem to benefit most from the surgery are those 

who lose their hearing later in life. Lane argues that, for people bom deaf, cochlear 

implants can have terrible consequences because they position the deaf implantee between 

two cultures: Because the implant will not enable the implantee to hear sound well enough 

to master English, she will never be fully competent in that language and thereby will not 

be able to "pass" as hearing. But, because she's had surgery, she will probably never leam 

ASL and will be stigmatized in the deaf community, as well. Hnally, the surgery is 

problematic because most parents of deaf children are hearing and thus often make such an 

important decision without being fully informed of the richness of deaf culture and the 

consequences of being alienated from it 

Lane then examines how scientific discourse legitimizes the surgery. He argues 

that speech and hearing scientists isolate a deaf child and conduct studies that foreground 

hearing loss and igncve gains in visual and spatial development By isolating individual 

deaf children, scientists are also able to ignore the existence of Deaf culture. That is, they 

dc«'t need to consider the child as a member of a rich cultural and linguistic minority group 
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but can instead view her as a deviant individual. For Lane, the real problem is that cochlear 

implant surgery takes a healthy child-one who can access a viable language (ASL) and a 

rich cultiual and historical tradition—and performs unnecessary surgery based on an audist 

ideology. He argues that, while deaf people undoubtedly struggle in a dominant culture 

that marginalizes them, so too do women and African Americans. And yet, we would not 

think of promoting sex-change operations and skin-lightening procedures. As such. Lane 

argues that cochlear surgeries test our commitment to pluralism and our willingness to 

accept difference as something other than deviance. 

In summary, then, when silence is made to be synonymous with deafness, deaf 

people fmd that their experiences and contributions are ignored, their first language 

devalued, and their physical well-being and culture threatened. To work against this 

oppressive history, many of the more radical "deafies" refuse to speak and lip-read. They 

use ASL and ASL only, and demand their constitutional right to interpreters in certain 

public settings. Thus, some Deaf people are beginning to reclaim and transform the 

meaning of silence, both metaphorically and literally, for they realize that within an 

oppressive audist culture, the survival of their language and culture quite literally depends 

on their keeping silent 

Silence in Feminist Studies 

The meaning of silence in the context of deaf people's lives challenges traditional 

ways of theorizing silence in feminist studies. Specifically, it demonstrates how a 

reclaiming of silence in place of speech can work to ensure the survival of a lingtiistic and 

cultural minority group. Such an analysis challenges feminist assumptions that "breaking 

the silence" by "coming to vcMce" is a necessary first step toward transforming oppressive 

practices that threaten fieople's lives. Instead, it suggests that, within different contexts. 
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retaining silence—indeed, speaking through silence-may be the most productive way to 

name, challenge, and revise oppressive ideologies. 

While silence in a Deaf studies context raises questions about its meaning in 

feminist studies, scholars in both fields locate silence as a problematic and potentially 

liberatory metaphor. In feminist studies, silence has long been associated with the presence 

of the oppressor, and thus, applying Tannen's analysis, afforded a negative valuation. 

More specifically, Adrienne Rich powerfully situates the meaning of silence within a 

feminist context when she writes, "where language and naming are power, silence is 

oppression, is violence." Within a hegemonic context—where logos, the word—reigns 

supreme, silence—the noun, the blank spaces, and silence—the verb, to oppress, to keep 

down—are both something to be gotten rid of. In her landmark anthology. Silences, Til lie 

Olsen also casts silence in a negative light-and rightfully so-when she argues that 

oppression, censorship, and capitalist demands for wage laborers silence the creative 

efforts of would-be writers and artists, most of whom are women. Like Linda Nochlin, in 

"Why Have There Been No Great Women Artists?" Olsen explores how a person's social, 

historical, and cultural locations silence creative expressiorL Rich expands the circle of 

women's silences to include women's scholarship and explains how these silences, which 

promote decontextualized readings of feminist theory, render shared histories and traditions 

among women writing about women difficult 

By situating silence as a symbol of oppression, feminist scholars are able to build 

solidarity by naming a common ground to work against. But, as feminists of color have 

argued, such a move often establishes white, middle-class, heterosexual women's silences 

as the norm, thereby perpetuating the notion that all women's experience of silence is the 

same. For example, many wcxnen of colc^ have pointed out that the history of feminism— 

and therefore the construction of feminism itself—ignores their lived experiences when it 

simplistically positions women as the "silent other." As bell hooks explains; 
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This emphasis on women's silence may be an accurate remembering of what has 

taken place in the households of women from WASP backgrounds in the United 

States, but in black communities (and diverse ethnic conmiunities), women have 

not been silent. Their voices can be heard. Certainly for black women, our 

struggle has not been to emerge from silence into speech but to change the nature 

and direction of our speech, to make speech that compels listeners, one that is 

heard. (6) 

Similarly, Aida Hurtado argues that diverse women's experiences, especially in relation to 

voice and silence, demand different histories of feminism that translate into different forms 

of personal/political action. Hurtado argues that 

[f]or white women, the first step in the search for identity is to confront the ways in 

which their personal, individual silence endorses the power of white men that has 

robbed them of their history. For women of Color, the challenge is to use their oral 

traditions for specific political goals" (144). 

The works of hooks and Hurtado call into question the traditional assumption that 

"breaking silence" is the first step in a journey toward women's liberation. Furthermore, 

both theorists demand that white feminists work to revise feminism's racist history, one 

that normalizes silence in ways that mirror the oppressive ideology of the dominant culture. 

Setting up silence as the oppressive symbol to work against is also problematic 

because it discounts the specific contexts within which women enact silence. Such a 

reductive reading of silence promotes negative judgments of "silent women" and igncxes 

the revolutionary potential of reading silence in ways that disrupt patriarchy. For example, 

in the groundbreaking book Women's Ways of Knowing: The Development of Voice. 

Self, and Mind, Mary Belenky, Blythe Clinchy, Nancy Goldberger, and Jill Tarule 

describe silent women in terms of their inability to think for themselves and therefore claim 

their own agency. Set up to counter problematic conclusicms drawn from William Perry's 
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theory of epistemology (Perry's research participants were all "Harvard men"), the authors 

propose a developmental model for examining women's epistemologies. More 

specifically, the book "describes five different perspectives from which women view reality 

and draw conclusions about truth, knowledge, and authority" (3). Essentially, the authors 

outline five stages that women move through as they gain more agency and authority as 

thinkers and knowers, and the lowest stage in this hierarchical pyramid is labeled, 

"silence." Women in this stage, the authors report, "develop language, [but] they do not 

cultivate their capacities for representational thought" (25). That is, while they can speak in 

words, these women fail to understand how those words can help them learn, reflect, and 

connect with the words and experiences of others. Consequently, "silent women" do not 

question the words of authorities; furthemore, "as is common with young children, these 

women believe that the source of self-knowledge is lodged in others—not in the selP (31). 

They wait for other people to tell them what to do and think, even it relation to how they 

should think about themselves. "These women," the authors tell us, "are passive, 

subdued, and subordinate" (30). 

The authors also report that, during their interviews, the "silent women"—unlike 

women placed in the other stages—did not use metajrfiors of "coming to voice" to describe 

their own mental growth and development As the authors explain: 

Even though each of the women had the gifts d* intelligence and of all their senses, 

they were unaware of the potential of such gifts. While no one was actually 'deaf 

and dumb,' this metaphor suggests their experience more accurately than does 

'gaining a voice.' They felt 'deaf because they assumed they could not leam from 

the words of others, 'dumb' because they felt so voiceless. (24) 

While the wcrnien interviewed referred to themselves as being "deaf and dumb," it was the 

decision of the authors to categ(xize their collective experiences under the heading of 

"silence." Such a construction solidifies silence as the negative other of voice. 
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Furthermore it perpetuates stereotypes about women who are silent (not to mention the 

deaO and fails to consider how women in different contexts might enact silence for a 

variety of purposes. 

The developmental model proposed by the Women's Ways collective-the 

movement from silence to something better-mirrors the tendency in feminist studies to 

write its history as a progressive narrative or a coherent linear progression. As Rosalind 

Delmar argues, this approach to writing the history of feminism seems appealing, for it 

"can give feminist historiography an evolutionist and progressivist flavour. The present is 

treated as the culmination of the past and as relatively 'advanced' compared to that past" 

(17). However, Delmar continues, these histories are inaccurate, for they omit 

"disjunctions and dead ends" and fail to theorize "the discontinuities, the breaks, in feminist 

discourse and practice" (17). Like these seamless and "satisfying narratives" (17), models 

of women's epistemology and liberation, which position silence as the starting point and 

voice as its culmination, ignore the specific historical moments in which a woman who has 

ah-eady "come to vcHce" might choose or feel forced to remain silent 

To avoid such a static interpretation of women's silences, we need to fmd ways to 

read them fluidly and contextually. Such an approach recognizes how different women in 

different situaticms experience silence. Furthermore, it discourages us from making 

sweeping generalizations about the meaning of silence in women's lives as well as the 

attributes of women who enact silence. By contextually reading women's silences, we can 

disrupt linear, patriarchal narratives that describe women's liberation in temis of their 

"coming to voice" and begin to consider how silence-as-disruption shatters the illusion of 

linear progiessicHi, both in the lives of individual women and within the history of 

feminism itself. 

One example of an essay that models such a reading is Valerie Smith's "Split 

Affinities; The Case of Interracial Rape." Arguing that students must be encouraged 'to 
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develop a vocabulary for speaking across differences that are initially the source of 

silences" (167), Smith analyzes the sources and effects of silences in Alice Walker's 

"Advancing Luna-and Ida B. Wells" as well as in her own undergraduate seminar. 

Specifically, Smith traces the silences within the double contexts of the story and her 

classroom in order to expose "the kinds of silences that structure the social hierarchy in 

which we live" (162). 

Walker's short story, Smith explains, "calls attention to the unspeakability of 

interracial rape" (163), particularly in progressive contexts where the myth of the black 

male rapist is understood and its violent repercussions deplored. In her careful analysis of 

the story. Smith recounts the relationship between the narrator-a young black woman-and 

Luna, "a young white women with whom [the narrator] worked in the [Civil Rights] 

movement and with whom she subsequently shared an apartment in New York" (163). 

The central tension between the two characters develops when Luna "admits to having been 

raped by a black man named Freddie Prye during her summer in the south" (164). This 

"admission," Smith argues, generates a series of silences that foreground the different 

ways in which women's silences are constructed. The first in the series centers on Luna's 

silence during the alleged r^, for upon hearing the "admission," the narrator demands to 

know why Luna "didn't scream and says she felt she would have screamed" (164) had the 

same thing happened to her. The narrator. Smith argues, is resentful of Luna's revelation, 

and she counters by "indirectly blam[ing] her for her own victimization" (164). The 

narrator's first reaction thus parallels the gesture of disbelief typically offered to rape 

victims by the dominant culture: Why didn't you scream louder? Why didn't you so "no" 

more forcefully? Such questions reveal that a lack of voice-a tendency toward silence~is 

often read as a sign of complicity. And in the case of rape, this ccxnplicity signifies a lie.^ 

Smith's second reading of silence centers oi the narrator, who places Luna's 

accusation within a historical context, one where black men wrongly accused of raping 
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white women are lynched. The result of this cx)ntextualization, according to Smith, is that 

the narrator finds herself identifying with the "silenced black male victim" rather than with 

the "silenced woman victim" (164). As Smith explains, "[f]orced to confront the 

implications of her split affinities, she who would have screamed her head off is now 

herself silenced. First embarrassed, then angry, she thinks, not says, 'How dare she tell 

me this'" (165). The narrator, a black woman feminist, a person who simultaneously 

identifies with raped white women and lynched black men, is moved into an angry silence, 

for Luna's speaking up, her breaking the silence, threatens both their friendship and the 

narrator's sense of a unified self. As Smith's analysis reveals, this silence suggests how 

competing identities can generate silence when those identities engage in an ultimately 

unresolvable conflict 

In an interesting turn. Smith's continued reading demonstrates how silence changes 

meaning for the same person when situated within different contexts. As Smith explains, 

the narrator wants to believe Luna is wrongly accusing Prye; however, "Luna's failure to 

report the crime-her silence-convinces her that the white woman has spoken the truth" 

(165). With this move, the narrator, who once read Luna's silence—her failure to scream-

as a sign of weakness and even as evidence of a lie, revises her position by contextualizing 

Luna's second silence-her failure to report the crime. Undoubtedly aware of how 

women's charges of rape are challenged and discounted, the narrator reads Luna's 

hesitancy to go to the police as an indication that the rape actually happened. Here the 

histories of raped white women and lynched black men intersect; neither group can trust the 

police and the criminal justice system; both have seen their rights and their lives ignored, 

devalued, destroyed. 

In the remainder of the essay. Smith discusses how the final silences in the story 

undermine this version of "the truth." For example, the narrator and Luna fail to discuss 

several crucial events following Luna's revelation, and they never discuss the r^ again. 
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These silences. Smith argues, in combination with Walker's unresolved, ambiguous 

ending, underscore "the unnarrability of the story of interracial r^" (165). The reader 

never knows for sure whether Luna was actually raped, and this unresolvability. Smith 

relates, silenced her "group of ordinarily talkative students in a number of ways" (167). 

Like the narrator in the story. Smith's students were, at first, unable to articulate their 

different positions. These silences. Smith explains, were rooted in their being 

"embarrassed or frightened by their affinities" (167). For example, several of the white 

students were initially silent because they realized they sided with Luna whereas many of 

the black students sided with Freddie Prye. As students began to identify and take 

responsibility for their different positions. Smith's goal became one of helping students 

articulate their differences in ways that forced them "to confront the circumstances of their 

own embodiment, the conditions that made them different" and encouraged them " to 

develop a sense of respect for each other as individual products of discrete cultural and 

historical experiences" (167). 

While Smith acknowledges that her students' various readings of the story, like the 

story itself, never achieved "satisfactory" closure, I would argue that closure is not the 

goal. Rather, by foregrounding the contextual nature of the silences both in the stcs7 and 

the classroom. Smith demonstrates the disruptive, transformative potential of silence. 

Specifically, she reads silence as a sign that social and cultural identity formations are 

colliding and intersecting in interesting ways. And while these silences most certainly bear 

the mark of oppressive ideologies. Smith suggests that silence is something more than Just 

the absence of liberation. Instead, her layered analysis demonstrates how the presence of 

silences marks a rich and complex web of histories and cultures. By acknowledging these 

complexities. Smith models ways we can analyze women's silences without locating them 

within the minds and personalities of individual women. Her reading also reclaims and 
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revises the meaning of silence within feminist studies, for it effectively deconstructs the 

traditional notion of silence as a "pre-feminist" starting point 

Silence in Feminist Composition 

In the February 1995 edition of College English, Elizabeth Flynn christens a new 

subfleld in ccxnposition studies: feminist composition. Scholars working in this subfield, 

she explains, draw on feminist scholarship in a variety of disciplines to extend 

"explorations of composition from a feminist perspective" (201). Flynn then delineates 

four different kinds of feminism (liberal, radical, cultural, and postmodern), thereby 

challenging her own articulation of one seemingly unified "feminist perspective." In her 

naming and description of this new subfield, Flynn legitimizes the importance of feminist 

theories in composition studies and points to the problems of uncritically importing these 

theories into a different discipline and therefore a new context Because scholars in 

feminist composition have, for the most part, reinscribed the voice/silence binary as it has 

been constructed in feminist studies, I won't rehash those arguments here. Instead I will 

focus cm how a revised reading of classroom silences demands that teachers of writing 

rethink the role of silence in their assessment of student work. 

More recent scholarship in composition studies, particularly as informed by 

feminist critical pedagogy, recognizes the complex circuit of power relations that work 

together to construct classroom silences. Ira Shor, for example, analyzes how teachers-as-

authorities enforce student silences within a formal school setting. Explaining how the 

"wrong" kinds of talk can make students look like either a teacher's pet or a troublemaker, 

Shor argues that students' desire to stay "self-protectively silent in class" (72) is 

understandable. Elizabeth Ellsworth convincingly argues that the classroom is not in fact a 

"safe" space to speak, even when both teacher and students are committed to building 

connections across differences (107). And Mimi Omer echoes these readings of silence-as-
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self-protection when she argues that "[t]here are times when it is not safe for students to 

s{}eak: when one student's socially constructed body language threatens another; when the 

teacher is not perceived as an ally" (81). But Omer is wary of accounts that "distill only 

singular, stable meaning from student silence" (82), for these accounts "ignore the 

profoundly contextual natiu-e of all classroom interaction" (82). Instead Omer encourages 

more contextualized readings of silences, readings that acknowledge the "complex 

conjectures of histories, identities, ideologies, local, national, and international events and 

relations" (82) present in the classroom. 

While we are beginning to understand the ways in which student silences represent 

resistance, fear, and discomfort on many levels, we know less about how students' actual 

silences affect writing teachers' assessment of their work. In a pedagogical age that values 

student talk as a conduit for achieving student-generated authority (witness the popularity 

of small group work, peer review, and student-centered discussions in the writing 

classroom), I am concerned that students who create their authority in more quiet ways 

might be evaluated negatively by their teachers. Furthermore, I worry that we perpetuate 

the myth of linear progression—the movement from silence to voice—when they reward 

students' in-class participation only in terms of their verbalized contributions.' I also 

wonder how all these forces work together to influence the ways in which teachers read 

and respond to silences in student texts. To begin to understand how students' silences 

might influence assessment, I analyze the ways in which cultural stereotypes get 

reproduced and legitimized in the classroom. My purpose is to suggest how negative 

judgments about silent students' attitudes dovetail into judgments about their scholastic and 

intellectual abilities. 

As Tannen explains, we render negative valuations of silence—and by extensicm 

people who are silent—when we think someone should talk but doesn't. These people who 

refuse to talk when they should irk us, and we label them reserved, detached, taciturn 
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(Scollon 26). We describe these silent types as introverts (Crown and Feldstein 34), and, 

in contrast to their extroverted peers, they appear less talkative, cheerful, and cooperative 

(Scollon 26). Ron Scollon argues that these stereotypes of silence and silent people reflect 

a Western cultural bias, a bias he exposes by describing other cultures where " 'quiet' is a 

term for knowledge, control, cooperation, attention to others, and a socially productive 

attitude" (27). Furthermore, he explains that in certain Apache tribes, qualities such as 

being warmhearted, talkative, and outgcnng receive negative valuations in most contexts 

(27). 

While writing teachers might be more aware of cultural differences—often called 

learning styles"~as they relate to student silences, we are less aware of how a particular 

student's silence might trigger us and affect our evaluation of that student's work. In a 

detailed study of student silences in a "predominately low-income, black urban community 

and elementary school" (139), Perry Gilmore agues that teachers' negative valuations of 

student silences directly affected student placement in academic tracking programs. 

Children who were silent in the right ways at the right times were described by their 

teachers as being "more cooperative" and possessing a "good attitude" (140-41). As 

Gilmore explains, "[s]tudents who were viewed as having 'good attitudes' were 

consistently viewed as being 'good kids.' The label became a part of the constitution of the 

individual's basic character and indicative of the individual's worth" (141). Perry argues, 

however, that these judgments were based on students' conforming to certain 

socioeconomic and ethnic norms, norms that dictate how and when students should talk 

and be silent (141). Students who failed to conform to these norms were more likely to be 

described as having a "bad attitude"; they were frequently described as being fxsuty, 

spoiled, rebellious, and/or nasty (154). Because having a good attitude was a prerequisite 

for gaining admittance into the school's Academic Plus program, students with "bad 

attitudes" were prevented from accessing the schod's best teachers and programs (160). 
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As Gilmore chillingly concludes, the Academics Plus program was an exchange; "[I]t was 

a trade of appropriate attitudes for literacy" (160). 

Gilmore's study illuminates how teachers make connections between students' 

silences and their attitudes toward school and learning, connections that ultimately result in 

v£due judgments about students' scholastic and intellectual abilities. Her study prompts me 

to consider how I might privilege my most verbal students, viewing them as hard workers 

and cooperative and eager learners. More importantly, I worry that I might read a student's 

silence as an indication that the s/he failed to do the assigned work or perhaps did not 

understand the reading well enough to be able to articulate something about iL In my own 

previous sentence, I see how easily silence marks a bad attitude which in mm becomes 

stupidity. 

Finally, there are many silences in student texts that we must research and try to 

understand, especially in relation to how classroom participation translates into writing 

assessment. There is, for example, the paper the student could have written but didn't 

And, too, there are those gaps between one sentence and the next, spaces that often prompt 

me to write: "connection?" While it's tempting to write these silences off as student 

laziness or an unwillingness to revise, or even an inability to access reader-based prose, I'd 

like us to consider how these silences might serve as synecdoches for the most troubling 

silence of all; the unacknowledged attitudes we hold about students' silences as we sit 

down to grade their work. 

Toward a Rhetoric of Dialogue 

The idea that dialogue is the key to creating liberatory, egalitarian classrooms has 

been effectively problematized by feminist theorists, who pdnt out that traditional notions 

of dialogue assume 
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that everyone has the same respect, access, and power to speak when, in fact, this 

is rarely the case in classrooms and other social settings, all of which remain shaped 

by the racist, sexist, and otherwise hegemcHiic society we live in. (Kirsch 

"Review" 725). 

Because I agree with this criticism, I dont wish to appear in favor of a traditional 

conception of dialogue. lather, I hope that, in arguing for a revision of silence in several 

disciplines, I set in motion a revision of dialogue as well. That is, by shifting our focus--

momentarily—from speaking subject to silent listener, we have the means to reconsider the 

diverse meanings, purposes, and limitations of dialogue. 

In her essay, "When the Rrst Voice You Hear Is Not Your Own," Jacqueline Jones 

Royster raises important questions concerning the practice of dialogue when she asks: 

My experiences tell me that we need to do more than just talk and talk back. I 

believe that in this model we miss a critical moment We need to talk, yes, and to 

talk back, yes, but when do we listen? How do we listen? How do we 

demonstrate that we honor and respect the person talking and what that person in 

saying, or what that person might say if we valued someone other than ourselves 

having a tum to speak? (38) 

How do we listen? As I hope this chapter suggests, we do our best listening, our best 

dialoguing, when we hear not just a speaker's words but her silences as well. In the end, I 

ask that we delay our speech so that we might gather our vdces. By refusing to fill in the 

gaps, we have the space to tum to another, ever more aware that she has stopped speaking 

and increasingly conscious that she never began. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

REVISION HOPE: WRITING DISRUPTION IN COMPOSITION STUDIES 

In an earlier version of this essay, I opened as follows: 

This is an essay about stories, an essay I'm motivated to whte because I 

want to read more stories in this field, and I want to write more of them, too. But 

I'm no stranger to the conventions of academic discourse. I know that our field has 

reserved the "personal narrative" slots in our most prestigious journals for our most 

revered luminaries. It's with some nerve, then, that I attempt this argument. But, 

to be honest, it's not nerve so much as sheer irrepressibility that guides these 

words. As a child, I enjoyed telling stoiies so much that my mom felt it necessary 

to limit me to two per family dinner. After all, my brothers and sisters, she 

explained, deserved their say, too. And although the goal of this imposed story 

quota was to teach me the value of listening, I confess that it instead made me a 

master of the tangent; through it I learned how to stretch one story into two and 

how to turn breaks into weaves. 

Rereading this introduction now, I realize it won't work; it doesn't do what I need it to do. 

Hrst, it's misleading because it creates faulty expectations: I'm not going to talk much 

about narrative theory in this piece. Second, and perhaps more importantly, it raises 

questions about my academic ethos by suggesting that I'm uninformed about our field. 

Haven't I read enough compositicxi journals to understand how much (peitaps too much?) 

we value stories? 

Despite these weaknesses, I'm having trouble letting go of my old introduction. I 

like that word luminary. And I like that I come across as nervy. But I suspect my biggest 

resistance to letting go is what h^pened when I read my introduction aloud at a recent 

conference: People laughed in all the right places. 
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So now you have a draft and a clear statement of your main idea. Finally you can 

write what you need for an introductory paragraph or section. Almost certainly you 

need something that gives the reader a clear sense of your main point-where you 

are going. —Peter Eibow 

This is an essay about revision and the hope that exists when change is possible. 

Specifically, I argue that disruptions—when foregrounded in a variety of situations, 

including texts, conferences, and classrooms-delay closure and thereby create spaces 

where theories and relationships can be rethought, renegotiated, revised. Given the 

transformative potential of disruption, I contend that we must analyze disruption as 

something other than evidence of poor taste or failed pedagogy. Instead, I suggest that we 

reread disruption so that we might rewrite it To help us move in that direction, I discuss 

and apply Roland Barthes's metaphor of the punctum to demonstrate how disruptive stories 

generate new knowledge as they disrupt and revise the reader. I then argue that the 

metaphor of the punctum, with its ability to locate and problematize elusive disruptions like 

silences, holds special significance for writing teachers who enact feminist pedagogies in 

their classrooms. These implications I explore in the final section of this essay, where I 

read silence-as-disruption in my own life and discuss the revisions such a reading inspires. 

Reading Disruption 

In an essay about photography, Roland Barthes distinguishes between two 

elements in a given photograph, the studium and the punctum. Interpreting Barthes, Jane 

Gallop explains that the studium 

is what we might call the theme or the subject of the picture, what the photographer 

is trying to say, but it also has something to do with ideas and general culture. 

According to Barthes, the studium can be interesting, significant, and important. 
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but a picture that has only studiwn is like representation: everything is enclosed 

within the field of the picture, and nothing comes out. (151) 

For me, the studium is like theory that lacks a purpose beyond itself. In my 

precomposition days, as a student of American Studies, I befriended the studium and found 

it interesting in an academic, cerebral kind of way. But I longed to move outside the 

borders of that field's theoretical picture. I longed to experience the pierce of the punctum, 

the second element "that leads us outside the frame" (Gallop 156). Gallop explains that 

"the punctum, by breaking open the studium, breaks open a sterile impermeable enclosure 

and allows what Barthes calls life' to pass through, to permeate the frame" (153). For this 

disruption to occur, a photo needs a viewer, a person who sees in the photo some detail 

that moves it from a mere flat surface to a living event. This transformation takes place. 

Gallop explains, when the viewer imagines how the people or the scene captured on film 

exist now, in "real life." 

Because I'm a writing teacher and not a photographer, I always link the notion of 

the punctum to Louise Rosenblatt's idea of an aesthetic reading. In both cases, a reader 

personalizes a text by getting inside its borders, by cotmecting with it in way that enables 

her to feel its influence. For me, Barthes's metaphor makes explicit that which 

Rosenblatt's implies: This type of reader-text connection occurs when a reader sees within 

a text's borders some humanness~an unexpected detail, an unplanned moment, a 

disruption of sorts—whose presence asks her to imagine the conditions and experiences of 

another's life. Through this imagining, through an outsider's experience of the insides of 

the frame, the text moves beyond it and the reader is changed. 

As a writing teacher, I feel the prick of the punctum at least three times a week. 

My students have humanized and disrupted every syllabus and every lesson plan I've ever 

written. I spend hours designing courses that I bring to my students with the best 

theoretical intentions only to find that their presence makes those courses come to life in 
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ways I could never have predicted And when other teachers write about their 

unpredictable and disruptive classroom experiences, and I read what they've written, I see 

how their stories, like my own, break the theoretical frame. Their stories remind me of 

"the gaps and ruptures in practice—the confusions and contradictions that are always a part 

of the interplay of teaching" and, I would add, a part of living (Omer 84). 

The metaphor of the punctum is a powerful one because it suggests that stories of 

disruption have tremendous transformative potential. That is, these stories offer proof that 

revision in possible. And by presenting the sites and conditions of disruption, these stories 

provide us with a means to envision the terms of our revision. But the metaphor also 

obligates us to write these stories in a certain kind of way: We must highlight the 

disruption rather than gloss over it, or worse yet, explain it away. Drawing on the 

rhetorical theories of Kenneth Burke, Michael Hassett argues that the latter strategy actually 

closes down conversation between writer and reader because it assumes persuasive texts 

must be fixed and unified, with the writer having the final say. The former strategy, 

however, is premised on the postmodern notion that writers and readers work together to 

make meaning of textual experiences. Rather than create texts that have the illusion of unity 

and coherence, Hassett argues that writers should note the contradictions, the ruptures, the 

gaps, what Burke refers to as a process of discounting. By discounting their own 

language, and their own experiences in language, writers mortify both their texts and their 

lives: They sacrifice unity and coherence for the sake of conversation and expanded points 

of view. By making a textual space possible for readers, stories of disruption written as 

disruption promote a revising attitude, one that fosters patience as it delays closure; they 

break silences as they welcome in alternative perspectives. And, most importantly, when 

they are read honestly and hard, these texts challenge what it means to read and respond. 
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The reader encounters the punctum, an unexpected detail that disrupts a text's 

coherence. This disruption says to the reader. "I'm fluid, and I have room for you." With 

this gesture, the text creates a space for a reader to respond. Once engaged with the text in 

this way, the reader cannot leave its borders without being changed by it As such, there's 

a kind of hidden agenda working behind the punctum. It's a bit like being invited over to a 

friend's house for what you think will be a relaxing dinner only to realize your friend is 

hosting a surprise party in your honor. As you walk into the house, you step back as 

unexpected shouts and smiling bodies launch themselves in your direction. It's an 

uncomfortable, somewhat scary moment, a moment in which your original intentions are 

shattered. Who are these people? And why are they yelling at me? Then there's a flicker 

of recognition. Oh,/Aa/'j Maria. Quickly, strangers turn into friends. The dinner 

becomes a party. As you reorganize the terms of the evening, you create new expectations, 

and things begin to sort themselves out properly. 

The punctum is the detail that spades that initial moment of discomfort; the 

resolution is the reader's reconciliation of the text's new terms. And the effects of this 

revision stay with the reader long after the story is over. 

Understandably, academic writers whose disciplines value unity and coherence 

might hesitate to take up Hassett's call. Indeed, the implications of his argument must be 

considered within political and material contexts. As GesaKirsch's work illuminates, 

feminist scholars whose subject matter and research methods challenge conventional 

notions of "good" scholarship raise questions about what counts as meaningful academic 

work (Women). These scholars ask; Why are some topics more research-worthy than 

others? Why are some audiences considered more academically suitable than others? How 

and to whom is research communicated, and why? Despite the importance of explcxing 

these issues, Kirsch argues that scholars whose unconventional academic work raises 
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questions about the politics of academic discourse have a harder time getting published and 

must struggle to be taken seriously as authorities in their field. The political and material 

consequences of unconventional scholarship thus suggest why composition scholars might 

refrain from writing in ways that foreground disruption. That is, when essays about 

classroom disruptions are v/n\Xen as disruption, they can fwtentially undermine the writer's 

authority as both a scholar and a teacher. 

One example of a disruptive, revision-inspiring essay that challenges academic 

norms on several levels is "Why Doesn't this Feel Empowering," in which Elizabeth 

Ellsworth describes how an increased awareness of racism on the campus of the University 

of Wisconsin-Madison prompted her to design a new course, C&I 607: 

I wanted to design a course in media and psychology that would not only work to 

clarify the structiires of institutional racism underlying university practices and its 

culture in spring 1988, but that would also use that understanding to plan and carry 

out a political intervention within that formation. This class would not debate 

whether or not racist structures and practices were operating at the university; 

rather, it would investigate how they operated, with what effects and 

contradictions-and where they were vulnerable to political opposition. The course 

concluded with public interventions on campus, which 1 will describe later. (91-

92) 

When Ellsworth, a feminist theorist and associate professor in the Women's Studies 

program at the University of Wisconsin-Madison, first walked into that C&I classroom, 

she took her syllabus, her course rationale, and her theories with her. And although she 

and her students were dedicated to eradicating racism, they quickly discovered that naming 

that racism-indeed, speaking it-was harder than any of them had imagined. Ellsworth 

reports that she and her students 
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expressed much pain, confusion, and difficulty in speaking, because of the ways in 

which discussions called up their multiple and contradictory social positionings. 

Women found it difficult to prioritize expressions of racial privilege and oppression 

hen such prioritizing threatened to perpetuate their gender oppression. Among 

international students, both those who were of color and those who were White 

found it difficult to join their voices with those of U.S. students of color when it 

meant a subordination of their oppressions as people living under U.S. imperialist 

policies and as students for whom English was a second language. Asian-

American women found it difficult to join their voices with other students when it 

meant subordinating their specific oppressions as Asian-Americans. I found it 

difficult to speak as a White woman about gender oppression when I occupied 

positions of institutionalized power relative to all students in the class, men and 

women. ... (104) 

While Ellsworth and her group did affect change on their campus by speaking from their 

positions within smaller affinity groups, the stories from her classroom and her reflections 

about them challenge theoretical assumptions that undergird both feminist theory and 

critical pedagogy. Specifically, her experiences raise serious doubts that classrooms can be 

"safe places" where students are empowered through voicing their experiences and 

dialoguing with others about theirs. Ellsworth remarks that a kind of dialoguing that is 

achieved when students feel unified and safe "was both impossiUe and undesirable in C&l 

607" (106). 

For me, these moments in Ellsworth's essay, where she talks about the struggle to 

speak, feel very important in that they show how difficult dialoguing can be, even when 

(perhaps especially when?) those people in dialogue recognize the value and importance of 

contradiction and difference. As such, Ellsworth's essay is a perfect example of how 

disruptive stories function as the punctum of our theories. Through her story, we as 
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readers experience the contradictions, the confusions, the disappointments, the pain. And 

the fact that so many readers criticize Ellsworth's essay (and Ellsworth herselO simply 

underscores my point; We've been conditioned to read disruption in negative terms. For 

example, Patricia Bizzell argues that Ellsworth's essay shows how identity politics often 

leads to what she terms "group selfishness," where an oppressed group, fearing outside 

threats, tends to "insist ever more strongly on its own victim role and its unmet needs, and 

concomitantly to reduce the chances of working with other groups against common sources 

of oppression" (298). Because Ellsworth's students didn't work together as a whole group 

but instead fought campus racism through their smaller affinity groups, Bizzell declares the 

course a "failure* (290). (Actually, she says Ellsworth says it was a failure, but I can't 

find Ellsworth saying that anywhere in her piece). While Gesa Kirsch commends 

Ellsworth for critiquing traditional notions of dialogue, she, like Bizzell, finds Ellsworth's 

description of her course problematic; 

She does not have the space to discuss her rationale and pedagogical strategies in 

full detail; the snapshots she provides raise troubling questions about students 

'affinity groups' (109), as she calls the small factions of students that formed in her 

class around points of identity (such as gender, sexual orientation, and ethnicity). 

The identity politics she describes are disturbing, played out in class and on 

campus, leading students to confront each other, the instructor, and the institution at 

different times. ("Review" 725-26) 

Bizzell's reading that the course "failed" and Kirsch's observation that these 

classroom experiences are "problematic" and "troubling" are for me another way of saying 

that our stories of disruption can live on if we view them as the punctum of our theories. 

By proving that theory-in-practice is a personal and complicated affair, stcaies of disruption 

become something other than the troubling consequences of failed pedagogy. Instead, they 

can be used to generate new knowledge, new ways of looking at ourselves and our 
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interactions with students. Ellsworth's inclusion of disruptive details, the details so many 

of her colleagues deem problematic and troubling, create a space for a reader. They are, in 

fact, the very details that resonate with Bizzell and prompt her to revise and articulate more 

clearly her own theory of teaching: 

Reading Ellsworth's account of what happened in this course, I found myself 

wondering whether her practice of encouraging students to speak about their 

positional or group self-interests actually worked to create mistrtist and an 

unwillingness to cooperate, contrary to her best intentions. It's as if students fell 

into a habit of constantly reminding themselves, in terms of their own victimage and 

unmet needs, of the many reasons why they should suspect and avoid other groups 

of students in the course. They thus made it impossible for themselves to look past 

these admittedly very significant differences to the commonalities that ail groups 

might share.... Would the various groups indeed share these commonalties? I 

dont know. But I want to advocate a pedagogy informed by the hope that common 

or related historical circumstances among the groups may have induced them to 

arrive at moral positions that are indeed similar. (290) 

I've quoted Bizzell at length because I think her response to her own reading of Ellsworth's 

essay is unique: It's the first I've seen where a writing theorist writes her reaction to a 

story of practice in terms of the story itself. Although the students in Ellsworth's class go 

unnamed, we see them here, living on in Bizzell's retheorizing, in her own academic 

project, in her own story of coming to practice. In a sense, Bizzell's response is a revision 

of Ellsworth's essay. In it, she takes some details from Ellsworth's course, puts them in a 

different theoretical context, and thereby writes a new ending. Bizzell's response thus 

demonstrates how stories of disruption promote revision by enhancing what Michael 

Hassett calls a reader's response-ability. 
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I want to be clear that I'm not suggesting that we accept all pedagogical practices as 

success stories and therefore uncritically accept whatever it is teachers do in their 

classrooms. To do so would be reductive and even dangerous. Instead, I'm arguing that 

writing our stories of disruption is worthwhile because they suggest new ways for writing 

and reading our field. For example, while many of us are convinced that we must find 

ways to foreground contradiction and difference, Ellsworth's piece and the often 

conflicting and healed responses to it are the first I've seen where people actually do it 

Through our experience of what might be termed the Ellsworth event, we can begin to see 

the value of researching and writing the stories we're so hesitant to tell, those where theory 

breaks down within the specific contexts of people's lives. 

The stories of teachers are not the only ways we disrupt and thus experience the 

humanity of theory. Reading and revising through the punctum provides us with a way to 

reconsider all our professional experiences. Such a revision asks us to remain committed 

to the theoretical potential of our classroom work as well as to explore that potential in other 

sites as well, sites like conference sessions, colloquia, and faculty meetings. In short, any 

place where we expect imiformity under a theory and instead we get disruption—that is, any 

place where life seeps through the frame-is a place worthy of exploration, research, and 

writing. 

Feminist theorist Nancy K. Miller advocates this kind of wcn-k through the lens of 

what she calls narrative criticism, a way of locating an act of criticism within an 

autobiographical context Miller's model is grounded in feminist epistemology; she refuses 

to view the personal and the theoretical as binary q)posites. Instead, she contends that 

theoretical readings within the context of autobiogr^hical events enable feminists to 

reconfigure the terms of the argument; as Miller puts it, 'rather than handing 'theory' over 

to 'them,' what we can argue about is precisely the practice of theory, and therefore the 

question of whether theory can be personalized and the personal theorized" (21). 
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Miller's enactment of narrative criticism in her own writing provides examples of 

ways we might write about-indeed, linger on-our practices outside the classroom. For 

me. Miller's work humanizes theory in a way I have never before experienced. In the 

following passage, for example. Miller reflects on her experiences at a feminist theory 

conference and shows how the practice of theory is a messy business because it is a human 

affair. Specifically, Miller remembers 

a dramatic moment at the conference on feminist theory in Milwaukee in 1985 that 

Teresa de Lauretis organized in which Evelyn Torton Black exhorted Jewish 

women to identify themselves (take back their names and their noses) and 

wondered aloud from the platform, aggressively, polemically, why Jewish (better 

yet, Yiddish), female-authored texts were not taught in Women's Studies courses 

alongside Chicana, Native American, etc. works as "ethnic" or "minority literature" 

(which is a fair enough question). Sondra CNeale, a black critic on the panel, had 

replied, equally polemically and upping the ante, that Jews had no right to speak of 

oppression or marginality since, unlike blacks, they could "choose to pass." At 

which point Blanche Gelfand rose from the platform to observe that six million of 

them seemed to have failed to exercise that option. Gayatri Spivak, another of the 

panelists, urged the audience to remember their Palestinian sisters, who were not 

with us, and whose men were dying. I sat there, in silent shock at the turn this 

politically correct occasion was taking, not saying anything, and wanting for it to be 

over. What was there, really, to say once the structure of competing oppressions 

had been put in place in those terms? (96) 

In this passage we see how Miller's experience with her colleagues pierces, humanizes, 

and complicates feminist theory. Her account demonstrates that, even when we agree to 

the theoretical terms of an argument, we as individual practitioners—as people with different 
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histories and identities-still struggle to enact them. On this occasion, we learn that, where 

voice and identity meet contradiction and multiplicity, there is disruption, and there is pain. 

But why have I, as the writer and creator of this text, chosen to include this one 

passage when another might have done Just as well? Before I explore this question, I need 

you to remember that the punctum demands a reader whose personal engagement makes a 

text come to life. And in the margins next to Miller's remembered occasion, where IVe 

written, "Wow ... Silence... The heat!," I begin to do just that For me. Miller's story 

comes to life because I too have experienced the silence she relates. I can remember 

attending the National Graduate Women's Studies Conference a few years ago and feeling 

that same awkward and deep tension during a panel discussion on violence against women. 

Someone in the audience stood up and accused the panelists of being ethnocentric because 

they failed to consider how members of different cultures might see certain behaviors as 

"normal" and not necessarily violent and oppressive. The panelists were understandably 

shaken (it's scary when someone implies that you're a racist) and quickly agreed that 

feminism must take into account cultural differences. Of course, 1 agree, but I nevertheless 

sat there, furious-and silent, wondering why in the hell a consciousness of cultural 

differences always gets more attention than the universal wrongness of clitordectomy, rape, 

and abuse. As I read Miller's passage and remember my own, I understand more fully 

how difficult it is to speak when speaking both identifies me and silences the very people 

with whom I seek to identify. And not wanting to silence these others, I silence myself. 

Reading Silence-as-Disruption 

The above discussion suggests that the metaphor of the punctum holds special 

significance for writing teachers who try to enact feminist theories in their classrooms. 

That is, the punctum of feminist theory, the disruption, the thing that isn't supposed to be 

there, is, in fact, not there. In situations like Nailer's conference experience CM- my own. 
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the humanizing disruption isn't the eye-rolling of a disgruntled student; instead, it's an act 

of self-silencing, one bom from the feeling that what we have to say can't, or shouldn't, be 

spoken here. But because we're so unused to calling silences "disruptions," I think we're 

missing out on some important stories, those which both locate sites and name the 

conditions for future revisions. As such, I argue that we must find ways to speak the 

silences in our practice of theory, for without them, our theories, which so dutifully strive 

to foreground contradiction and difference (the terms of life), will instead appear 

monolithic, uniform, and dead. 

A few weeks ago my sister Lori sent me pictures of my four-year-old niece, and 

enclosed with the photos was a short note she scribbled during her few busy hours home 

alone with the kids. "I went to Julie's open house at pre-school," she wrote, "and the 

teacher says Julie never talks in class, that we need to build up her self-esteem at home so 

she'll want to participate more. I was bummed because that was exactly the way I was in 

school, too." 

I put the note down on top of the pictures of this bright, articulate, amazingly 

energetic child, and marveled at how someone so "verbal" could be so quiet and timid in 

school. Was this the same Uttle girl I took care of last summer, the one who talked so 

much at lunch that I'd be f^ced to reheat her food before she would eat it? I picked up the 

note and reread it, searching for some clue, some way I could solve the problem of my 

niece's silence and alleviate my sister's concern. But instead my eyes lingered on her final 

words; I was bummed because that was exactly the way I was in school, too. 

My sister is five years older than I and was, for many years, my role model. She 

was the first of my siblings to graduate from college, to get a "real" job with benefits. 

When she bought her red Mazda RX-7, the very car she had been dreaming of owning 

since she was ten, she took me for a ride around the block. I can remember how proud I 
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was and how much I wanted to be like her. Since that day, our lives have diverged 

dramatically. She makes a lot of money, owns a home, and goes to work everyday in 

tailored suits she promises one day to give to me. Despite our differences in lifestyle, we 

remain very close, and I think our connection in part is due to the love 1 feel for her 

daughter, my niece, who was named after me. 

My connection to both of them is deepened with the realization that, like them, I too 

never spoke in school. I never shared my thoughts and ideas in classroom conversations. 

I was, in fact, so afraid of speaking out that rather than interrupt my teacher and ask if I 

could go to the restroom I wet my pants while the whole class sat in a circle listening to her 

read The Utile Engine that Could. I still remember that feeling I had, sitting there on the 

floor in my red pleated skirt, stniggling~physicalIy-to make the adjustment from half-day 

kindergarten to day-long first grade. And then I just let go. It was a relief, really, until the 

boy behind me (whose name I can still remember) said, "Oh, look, water." To which the 

prissiest giii in class responded, 'Someone wet her pants," her voice sing-songy and 

accusatory. I looked up into the face of my sweet teacher, the one I could not bring myself 

to interrupt, and said, "I know." 

The reality of classroom silences is one with which writing teachers, particularly 

feminist teachers, are familiar. As teachers, we seek to create classroom atmospheres 

where students feel safe to express their diverse points of view, even when doing so means 

well hear arguments in support of the very things we oppose. We're quick to realize that 

institutional realities render notions like classroom collaboration, dialogue, and student-

centered authority problematic. Nevertheless, we hold dear the idea that when students are 

talking, learning is happening. In fact, we believe so much in the value of student talk that 

we worry most about those students who don't talk, who for whatever reason opt out of 

classroom conversations, typically from their positions at the back of the room. Because 

I'm a feminist and a teacher, I'm especially attuned to those students who don't talk. I 
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worry that maybe the culture of the university—or worse yet, my class-might be 

threatening them, silencing them. And so I continually search for ways to bring these 

students in, to make them responsible thinkers by fostering what begins with their ability to 

respond. 

My own struggles to break the silences in my life and in the classroom parallel the 

decades of work done by feminist advocates both within and without the academy who 

view the silencing of the other—women, people of color, gays or lesbians, members of the 

working class, the elderly, for example—as a primary way of perpetuating oppression. 

Canonical revisions have, to some extent, recognized those erasures, and now we have the 

voices of writers who were once silenced speaking to us through the multitude of 

multicultural anthologies designed specifically for the composition classroom, texts like 

Rereading America and Common Ground, which are popular among the teachers at my 

school. Sometimes, I feel like the mere inclusion of these voices is enough, that the 

students who were once silent will begin to speak when they see their truths mirrored in an 

officially assigned classroom text I'm thinking now of a course I taught last semester, in 

which I assigned an essay by Brent Staples titled "Just Walk on By."'° In that piece. 

Stales talks about how he, an African-American male, walks the city streets at night and 

feels a pressure to adopt a certain persona, to whistle classical music, for example, so that 

the white people who pass him don't think him a criminal. After I assigned that essay, 

several of my male students of color spoke for the first time, talking about how they are 

often labeled as "gang bangers* and harassed by the police. Then a young woman in the 

class talked about how, when she walks alone, she feels frightened by all men, whether 

"they're whistling or not!" 

After classroom conversations like this one, I feel like I as teacher am doing what 

Adiienne Rich inspires me to do, for myself and my students; 
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In breaking those silences, naming our selves, uncovering the hidden truth, making 

ourselves present, we begin to define a reality which resonates to us, which affirms 

our being, which allows the woman teacher and the women student alike to take 

ourselves, and each other, seriously: meaning, to begin taking charge of our lives. 

(245) 

But, to be honest, conversations like the one described above don't often happen in my 

classroom. Maybe because, for the most part, I teach Anglo kids from middle- to upper-

class homes who are more threatened by the once-silent voices then they are empowered by 

them. Other times I think the problem is me. I often sense that I don't facilitate 

discussions as well as I might I cut them off too soon, or I let them go on too long. I 

worry so much about taking over that I don't say anything, or I panic that a student's racist 

comment will go unchallenged, so I jump in and pontificate. I admit that I used to avoid 

these problems altogether by deliberately structuring courses and assigning texts that 

steered away from controversy and debate. Fearing that heated debate on controversial 

issues might silence some students, I've silenced the issues-and as such, the texts—and 

thus perpetuated the very problem their inclusion was meant to solve. In Plain and 

Ordinary Things: Reading Women in the Writing Classroom, Deborah Anne Dooley opens 

a section CHI re-membering Adrienne Rich with this line: "Inevitably, the first problem is 

silence" (167). And inevitably, for me, it is." 

Teaching Disruption 

In the fall semester of 1994,1 think I underwent a kind of paradigm shift, only I 

didn't know it I was teaching English 100 ("basic" writing) for the first time, studying the 

rhetorical theories of Kenneth Burke, and getting divorced. Although I never discussed 

Buikean theories explicitly with my students (I did talk about my divorce), they were there, 

influencing my unit syllabi and assignment sheets, my choice of metaphors, my use of 
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puns. It wasn't until later, after my students had long since moved on to English 101, that 

I felt like I could articulate Burke's main thesis: We as human beings can become more 

perfectly human—that is, that we can behave more humanely—if we exploit that quality that 

distinguishes us from all other life forms; our conscious use of language, our desire to act 

on our motives through language, our ability to be revised by our language. For Burke, 

this distinctly human awareness, this metalanguage, is important because it helps us 

develop pliancy in our thinking; it equips us with different lenses through which we can 

view the world and, thus, come to understand diverse points of view. Simply put, 

metalanguage is a way out of violence: If we can see the world through another person's 

terms, we can talk with that person, and talking, by its nature, delays killing. 

That same semester I read Mary LxHiise Pratt's "Arts of the Contact Zone" for the 

second time, and, as probably happens more than we realize, my theoretical interests—the 

stuff / was learning—carried over into my teaching in conscious and unconscious ways. 

Although the first imit was fairly typical (students were asked to a personal experience 

essay), I diverged from the standard "community profile" essay in the second unit and 

instead asked my students to write about what happens when they, as members of two 

overlapping communities, experience a clash in the overlap. The conscious ways I 

imported Biu'ke and Pratt into my classroom are apparent in the language of my title for that 

second unit, "Analyzing a Contact Zone," and my assignment sheet for the second essay, 

which began with the following Burke quotation from the introduction to Attitudes Toward 

History. "[This book] operates on the miso-philanthrc^ic assumption that getting along 

with people is one devil of a difficult task, but that, in the last analysis, we should all want 

to get along with people (and do want to)." 

The language I used to explain the purpose of the assignment, which appears later, 

echoes both Burke's quotation and my later understanding of Burke's thesis: 
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The purpose of your second essay, then, relates to the Burke quotation above in 

this way: If we are at all concerned about people getting along (and "we" are), then 

we should try to communicate better about things that matter. I think contradictions 

and conflicts are "things that matter" because when we stop talking about them, we 

usually start fighting (and killing) over them. 

I then get more specific in terms of what I want my students to actually do, and here 1 can 

see how Burke meets Pratt 

Write a 4-5 page essay (typed or computer-generated and double spaced) in which 

you position yourself as a member of two overlapping communities, analyze a 

clash that results in the overlap, and discuss how you or members of your 

community seem to live with that clash. 

My intentions in designing this assignment were for my students to identify and analyze a 

conflict so that they could later, in their third essay, write a persuasive letter to someone 

with whom they disagreed. Rather than silence the contexts of their conflict, I asked them 

to speak them. My hc^ was that through speaking conflict in more detailed and layered 

terms my students would acquire a kind of patience that delays violence and creates a space 

for change. 

When I assigned the essay, I began by talking about the idea of a community; 

Students drew clusters of communities with which they identified, and I drew mine on the 

board. I labeled two of my communities/e/mnut and football Jan, and, after my students 

had finished writing, I explained what I meant by clash. "I'm a feminist," I said (eyes 

rolled, of course). "That means I'm committed to ending women's oppression, but I'm 

also a huge football faa I go to all the games, I cheer wildly when the defense sacks the 

quarterback, I scream 'get him' when the opposing team makes a good run." While 1 

oppose violence, particularly those societal conditions that make violence against women an 

epidemic, I celebrate male violence in the form of football. "How do I live with this 
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contradiction?" I asked. My students looked at me, I looked at them. It was one of those 

teaching situations where my question demanded more of me than I was prepared to give. 

"I don't have an answer, really. I guess I'd have to think about it" Then a big grin. 

"Actually, I'd have to write about it" Then I asked them: What clashes do you experience 

when the principles and values of two of your communities, groups with whom you 

identify, overlap and disagree? Although I didn't realize it at the time, my Burke/Pratt 

intersection was really asking my students to find ways to talk to the various parts of 

themselves, to see the world from two different and conflicting positions, both of which 

reside within them. 

I don't have the papers my students wrote that semester, but looking back, I 

remember two of them vividly. One was written by Sylvia, a "nontraditional" student in 

her late 20s, who was married and worked full time in the university's administration 

office. Sylvia participated a lot in class, asking questions, leading discussion, always 

bringing her unique perspective to the class. In her (xiper she talked about being a feminist 

and a Mexican American, and those times, primarily with her husband's family, when she 

chose to remain silent, even when her husband's uncle made blatantiy sexist remarks. She 

reflected on her family's pressures for her lo have a baby, and how she preferred the 

freedom of taking classes and going out at night Although she said there were times she 

spoke in situations where a person's behavior clashed with her feminist principles, usually 

while at work, she said that, for the most part, she kept quiet, opting to avoid conflict and 

instead keep the family peace. 

Josh was unlike Sylvia in many ways. Eighteen, with baggy pants and the 

omnipresent baseball cap, he sat in the back row and didnt say much during the flist unit 

So, when I read a draft of his essay, I was surprised by its intensity. A musician in a punk 

rock band. Josh told the story of playing a gig one night, where he met a group of people 

and went with them to a party afterwards. In simple language that made my heart ache, he 
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described walking into his new-found friend's home, only to fmd an enormous Nazi flag 

hanging on the wall. Josh, who is also Jewish, said his heart quickened, and, although he 

knew there were many neo-Nazis in the punk rock scene, he never actually met one before. 

And there he was, scared and angry, a "guest" in this man's home. 

What did he do? Like Sylvia, Josh opted to keep quiet Playing that music meant 

so much to him, he said, that he didnt want to ruin his chances. He said he felt bad for not 

speaking up, almost like he was letting his family and his culture down. But he also said, 

in pragmatic fashion, that his getting angry with the Nazi wouldn't have made him change 

his ways. "I probably would've gotten beaten up, and what good would that have done?" 

I remember that line from Josh's p^r. I remember underlining it, feeling its importance. 

LibbyRankinasks, why do we, as teachers, "remember certain faces?" (3). As I reflect 

back on that semester, I realize that I connected with Sylvia and Josh because they both 

handle conflict and contradiction very much like me: We all opt for silence. 

Or, at least we used to. 

Writing Disruption 

What I just wrote is one of those "happily-ever-after" endings that glosses over 

disruption for the sake of unity and cdierence. It's the kind of ending I didn't want to 

write, and I wrote it anyway. This experience makes me realize even more how hard it is 

to write about classroom practices in the way I'm arguing they be written. 

In her third paper, Sylvia wrote a letter to her husband's uncle, asking him to stop 

bugging her about when she was going to have a baby. It was convincing, rhetorically 

appropriate, and I think I gave in an A-. She told me later that she actually gave it to her 

uncle, and at first I was delighted. Here was my assignment, my theory, being put to some 

good use outside the classroom. But then Sylvia told me that she and her husband were 

arguing because the uncle, who found her letter offensive, was no longer speaking to them. 
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My heart sank. I felt responsible, and guilty. After class, I consoled myself by 

rationalizing that I didn't require Sylvia to give the letter to her uncle, that the ensuing 

argument wasn't my fault 

But this logic doesn't sit well with me anymore. It's premised on the notion that I 

"failed" because my assignment, which I designed as a way to avoid argument, actually 

created two new ones. If I'm going to practice the theory I preach, then 1 need to reread 

this event with an eye toward locating its revisionary potential. And when I do, I see that, 

in a way, I am responsible. I taught my students how to foreground contradiction and 

difference; I told them that doing so was a good thing, and I believed iL I still do. But 

what I didn't teach them was a method for writing those contradictions in ways that gave 

their readers a chance to respond—both vocally and peacefully. Through my experiences 

with Sylvia, I see that agonistic argument, the kind that prompts me to go silent, to retreat 

to my separate and safe comer, doesn't take place simply because someone expresses a 

differing point of view; instead it occurs when that view is expressed in tones that offer me 

no peaceful choice but to retreat And although my retreat is nonviolent, its silent 

defensiveness does little to promote or restore conversation. Thus, I argue that a feminist 

writing pedagogy designed to break silences and foster alternative points of view must also 

be accompanied by a postmodern pedagogy of expression, one that strives to answer the 

question; How do we keep talking to each other after we've made our differences known? 

And then there is Josh, who reminds me that there are times when, in fact, 

conversation is impossible. Unlike Sylvia, Josh decided not to pursue the conflict he 

introduced in his second essay. Instead, in his third paper, he shifted gears and wrote a 

persuasive letter to members the popular alternative rcx:k band Green Day, in which he 

accused them of selling out their earliest, most loyal fans for signing with a major label and 

going commercial. Back then, I was disappointed that he didn't write a letter to the Nazi he 

met at the club, and I told him so several times in conference. I thought somehow the 
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assignment would fail him if he didn't confront the person who silenced him. But now I 

realize that there are situations in which a speaker's tone simply doesn't matter. In these 

instances, where the only response is sure to be a violent response, my call for a 

postmodern pedagogy of expression seems embarrassingly naive. 

And isn't it odd that I haven't mentioned Lisa yet? As I was rereading this essay, I 

was surprised that I omitted her story, the one that makes the terms of my revision most 

clear. Lisa was a student in that same class, and she impressed me early in the semester 

with her hard work and her willingness to talk over her writing. So, I was really 

disappointed when Lisa came to class without a draft of her second essay on the day first 

drafts were due. Her explanation? She couldn't write one. It was impossible, she said, 

because she didn't belong to two communities whose principles and values clashed. We 

talked a lot during that class, and during office hours, too. I was originally convinced that 

she simply wasn't thinking about it hard enough. "What do you argue about?" I asked. 

She told me she didn't argue; she didn't like arguments; she stayed away from them. 

"What do you care about?" I asked. "Softball, and my boyfriend." I tried to pursue the 

"woman/athlete" angle, but she didnt go for it. After talking for a long while, I finally 

realized that she didn't see a clash of values in her life, and I wasn't going to make her. 

I could see the strain my assignment and her inability to write it was putting on her. 

She was a good student, someone who prided herself on fulfilling teacher expectations. 

The fact that she couldn't even though she wanted to made her frustrated, and yes, angry. 

I finally told her that she could write a paper about how she couldn't write the paper, which 

she did, and which I thought was well done. But in her self-reflection, Lisa said she didnt 

like her paper because it wasn't the "real" assignment In her third piece, the persuasive 

letter, Lisa wrote to a "hypothetical" teacher of composition, arguing that students who 

cant write assigned papers experience unnecessary frustration, a frustration that could be 
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alleviated, she said, if only the teacher were less controlling, more flexible, and had enough 

trust in her students to let them choose their own paper topics. 

Revising Disruption 

I could end here by talking about how Lisa's letter hurt when I read it Or about 

how her letter prompted yet another silent retreat on my part—I decided not to teach that 

assignment again the following semester. And I'd be telling the truth, for what it's worth. 

But as 1 reconsider my exf^eriences with Lisa, 1 see that I initially read her silence—her 

inability to write the "real" paper—as evidence that there was something wrong with her. In 

fact, in a previous version of this essay, I included this endnote, a kind of diagnosis of 

Lisa's dysfunction: 

In telling this story, I'm reminded of a story the writer Nancy Mairs told at one of 

her readings. Mairs, who writes candidly about her MS, her depression, her 

attempted suicide, her husband's cancer, told the audience about her teen-age 

daughter's boyfriend. Basically, the boyfriend couldn't understand why Mairs's 

daughter volunteered to help disabled students take notes and get around campus. 

He accused her of perpetuating their own sense of victimage. Mairs talked about 

how she was bothered by the boyfriend's remarks, and how her daughter, who 

could see Mairs's reaction, later explained, "Mom, he's only 18. I don't think 

anything bad has ever hz^pened to him yet" I think of this line a lot when I work 

with students who say they can't think of anything to write. And I wonder if my 

own urge to write always comes in response to pain. 

Apparently, somewhere along the line, I decided Lisa couldn't write the second paper 

because she led a blissfully pain-free life. "Wait, just wait," I can hear some part of my 

old self saying. "Just wait until your life starts to fall apart, and then, believe me, you'll 

have plenty to say about contradiction and difference." In short, Lisa's silence became 
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nothing more to me than a sign of her youth and naivete. 

However, with this rereading, I wonder why I couldn't see earlier what seems so 

obvious to me now: Lisa did, in fact, belong to two communities whose values clashed: 

She was a good student, someone who prided herself on fulfilling teacher 

expectations. The fact that she couldn't even though she wanted to made her 

frustrated, and yes, angry. 

As I reread her silence now, I don't see any absence of pain. Instead, I see a young 

woman struggling to ask: How do I be a good student when what I want most to say is 

that the teacher's assignment sucks? The fact that I as the teacher couldn't guide Lisa to 

this place, that I was unable to invite her to question her assumptions about what it means 

to be both "good and angry," that she felt compelled to write her persuasive letter to a 

fictional teacher rather than me, makes me nervous. I sense a punctum of a sheirper 

magnitude. 

In my next version of this essay, I think Til write about all the lousy assignments I 

endured in school and how I fulfilled them with a click in my step and a big grin on my 

good-girl face. Maybe then Lisa's silence, or rather, the silent Lisa in me, will get heard. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

ON THE BORDERS OF BELONGING: REVISION, 

IDENTITY, AND MULTIGENRE TEXTS 

In this chapter I explain how writers can use specific textual strategies to practice a 

rhetoric committed to delaying immediate convergence in favor of fuller, more complex 

understanding. Specifically, I review cross-genre feminist scholarship in literary theory 

and then, drawing on recent example essays from rhetoric and composition studies, argue 

for the place of multigenre texts in a discipline dedicated to fostering connections across 

boundaries. I show how the authors of these texts enact a relational rhetoric by 

demonstrating their commitment to listening to others. Furthermore, I analyze how they-

as rhetors writing in a postmodern age—construct more "hearable" texts that demand new 

and better kinds of listening. 

Revisionary rhetors demonstrate their commitment to relationship by using two 

interrelated textual strategies: metadiscursive commentary and intertextuality. Together 

these two rhetorical strategies enable rhetors to give foim to paradox, as their writing both 

makes itself heard as it listens. In fact, I would push the envelope and say these rhetors 

make themselves heard precisely because they listen. The first textual strategy—the 

inclusion of metadiscursive commentary-demc^tiates a writer's awareness of her text as a 

cultural construction. Through the inclusion of self-reflective conunents about herself as 

writing subject, a rhetor demonstrates her awareness that knowledge is always partial and 

contingent. It's as if she's saying to the reader "Look, I know what I'm saying here isn't 

the whole st(»y. I offer you this text not as timeless, eternal Truth but instead as my 

ccKitribution to the ongoing cultural COTversation." It's this commitment to making room 

for other versions, other stories, that revisionary rhetors seek to embody. A rhetor's 

metadiscourse helps create that room by, as Diane Freedman explains, "letting the seams 
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show" (25). That is, a comment in writing about the writer's process of writing creates a 

gap that reveals the constructed nature of the text itself. Donna Haraway describes this type 

of double move as being characteristic of "cyborg writing" (qtd. in Olson and Hirsch 50). 

Cyborg writers do it and show how it's done. In so doing, they reveal the situatedness of 

their own laiowledge-making in writing and thereby open spaces for other situations, other 

points of view. A similar double move can be observed in analyses of feminist fiction and 

poetry. Nancy Walker terms its "double consciousness"; Susan Van Dyne, in a study of 

Sylvia Plath's poems, calls it "narrative displacement" Whatever the terminology, 

metadiscursive commentary, which enables the writer both to write and to reflect on what 

the writing does, facilitates revisionary rhetoric. 

Feminist theorist Nancy Miller demonstrates a similar type of double move in her 

essay collection Getting Personal, which she deploys in conjunction with her theory of 

"narrative criticism," a process of interpreting theoretical readings through the lens of 

autobiographiced events. She enacts narrative criticism in her book by opening each of her 

essays with an italicized description of the time, place, and situation in which it was 

delivered or published. In these sections, which I view as the nonfiction analog to Van 

Dyne's narrative displacement. Miller says to her readers: 'l^ere is where I was and who I 

was when I wrote this." In so doing, she creates a space for us~the readers~to entertain 

different versions of her essays as we simultaneously read to imderstand hers. 

Metadiscursive commentary is fundamental to revisionary liietoric because it helps 

collapse the writer/reader binary and works toward rebuilding relationship by authorizing 

both the writer and the reader. Hrst, through metadiscursive commentary, a writer's 

authority is built on something other than a mastery that screams: HERE'S THE WAY IT 

REALLY IS! Instead, a revisionary rhet(M- writing in a postmodern era relies on the belief 

that knowledge is always partial, even contradictory. As such, she realizes that the most 

useful way of developing her authority is to acknowledge that belief and build it into her 
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writing througli a self-reflective consideration of her own knowledge-making. As Nancy 

Mairs puts if "As far as I'm concerned, my text is flawed not when it is ambiguous or 

even contradictory, but only when it leaves you no room for stories of your own" (74). 

Thus, by letting the seam show, by revealing that their texts are partial, rhetors create gaps 

that let readers speak back. In this way, explains Diane Freedman, metadiscursive 

commentary authorizes the writer as it authorizes the reader. 

Intertexuality, wliich coincides with metadiscursivity, is a second strategy used by 

revisionary rhetors; As the metadiscursive moment reaches toward another voice, another 

view, the intertextual moment reaches back, filling in gaps with new and different versions 

that both work against and support the central text In The Disobedient Writer: Women 

andNarrative Tradition, Nancy A. Walker argues that intertextuality in women's fiction 

and autobiography is a revisionary strategy, one that enables authors to juxtapose texts in 

ways that challenge the legitimacy of dominant '^ths." As Walker explains; 

To the extent that a narrative is referential to aprior narrative in its own 

construction, it calls attention to its own fictive and conditional nature. Put another 

way, it becomes a narrative rather than the narrative, a construct to be set alongside 

other constructs. Thus this revisicmary kind of narrative is closely allied to 

metafiction. Whereas metafiction calls attention to the conventions of creating 

fiction—its mechanisms of plot, character, and vdce-the narrative I am addressing 

accomplish a similar end by calling attention to the elements of another versicm of 

the story. (7) 

One example of such an intertextual narrative that Walker analyzes in detail is 

Margaret Atwood's The Handmaid's Tale, a feminist revision of The Scarlet Letter. 

Specifically, Walker analyzes how Atwood revises on two levels. First, by telling her tale 

through a previously marginalized character's point-of-view, namely, Offred's, Atwood 

writes what Walker calls a "disobedient narrative,'' a narrative that "expose[s] or upset[s] 
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the paradigms of authority inherent in the [text it] appropriate[s]" (7). This first level of 

intertextuality, which references a prior text~77ie Scarlet Letter—myiies readers to question 

the "truth" of the tale presented by Hawthorne. Second, by situating Offred's version as 

one among many, by juxtaposing it with other kinds of contingent texts, including 

historical and biblical narrative and personal memoir, Atwood demands that the reader also 

"question the stability of Offred's tale. The fact that Off red narrates her story as a story that 

she constantly reminds us is a 'reconstruction' is an invitation to the reader to perform 

additional reconstruction" (155). Thus, both outside and within her narrative, Atwood 

gathers texts in ways that demonstrate the contingency and constructedness of langtiage and 

experience and therefore make the reader question the stability of text-o;-truth. Rather than 

fill her in "truths" for her readers, Atwood leaves them asking questions and performing 

additional reconstructions of their own. 

In rhetoric and composition studies, one popular strategy for promoting 

intertextuality is to produce heteroglossic texts, those that literally include the voices of 

many different speakers. However, as Constance Ccxner argues, simply including many 

voices in a single text does not ensure revisionary rhetoric. Specifically, she warns that 

many voices without connection is dangerous because the democratizing effect of 

heteroglossia is lost; there is only white noise, with everyone speaking but no one being 

heard. This "white noise" effect is dramatized in Lester Faigley's transcripts from his 

networked classroom. Faigley argues that the new technology challenges teacher-centered 

authority and increases students' willingness to discuss previously "silenced" issues, 

thereby promoting heteroglossic texts that foreground unassimilated difference. However, 

as I read and reread those transcripts, I feel as if everyone is talking at once and no one is 

listening. The texts prcxluced by Faigley and his students illustrate my point about the need 

for a rhetoric that moves beyond heteroglossia. Absent a writer's metadiscursive 
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commentary, there is no room for intertextuality—there are simply the voices of the many 

scrambling to be heard but feeling no responsibility to listen. 

In a recent article analyzing the problems and potentialitiess of student-generated 

hypertexts, Joseph Janangelo echoes my call for a writer's inclusion of critical commentary 

that helps readers "stimulate important connections" (30). Such commentary works against 

the white noise effect experienced in Faigley's networked classroom because it offers a 

"shaping strategy," a "specific poetics of collage" (27), that foregrounds the writer's 

rhetorical intentions. Rather than simply juxtaposing texts and hoping that readers have the 

patience and know-how to make useful linkages, Janangelo argues for a combination of 

metadiscursive commentary and minimalist background information that when read with 

and against the primary text generates a kind of open-ended, revisionary knowledge not 

accessible through more linear texts. 

The challenge for revisionary rhetors, then, is to produce heteroglossic discourse 

that both listens well as it makes itself heard. Working in tandem, the textual features of 

metadiscursivity and intertextuality enable writers to meet this challenge by creating texts 

that contain gaps, which, when filled in by others, make room for fuller and deeper 

listening. In this way, revision becomes a process of consciously constructing gaps out of 

which I, you, we can respond. 

Multigenre Texts and Revisionary Rhetoric 

For my purposes, I defme multigenre texts as experimental scholarly essays that are 

marked by the conscious juxtaposition of academic essay with other genres, including 

poetry, fiction, or drama. Multigenre texts differ from Qifford Geertz's "blurred genres," 

which have gained considerable pc^ulahty in the discipline (e.g., scholarly essays that blur 

autobiography, teaching narratives, and rhetorical theory). Unlike blurred genres, 

multigenre texts contain breaks—signified by white space on the printed page-that separate 
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one genre from the next I theorize multigenre texts as one type of multivocal discourse, 

where the inclusion of diverse genres adds another layer of "vocality." Thus, an analysis 

of textual meaning can include the ways in which genre shapes a writer's subjectivity and 

how a writer's decision to include different genres within a single text enhances the 

possibility for metadiscursive, intertextual moments. I argue that multigenre texts are 

important because they enact revisionary rhetoric and demonstrate ways writers can sustain 

revision by situating meaning within layered and multiple contexts. By disrupting an 

academic reader's genre expectations, these texts slow the reader down as she struggles to 

make meaning across a field of generic differences. In so doing, they create a revisionary 

space that highlights rather than silences cultural and political differences. 

Multigenre texts are particularly useful in promoting revisionary ±etoric in 

academic contexts, which are full of good readers who are in the habit of reading quickly 

and well. But because one goal of revisionaiy ±etoric is to attend to silences, the writeriy 

task of prompting better listening in academic situations must necessarily be a disruptive 

one. That is, when addressing privileged readers who are confident they can read well and 

"understand" diverse points of view, revisionary rhetors seek to disrupt their readers' 

harmonious reading experiences by using textual strategies that delay immediate 

convergence of meaning. One such strategy is to compose multigenre texts, which prevent 

traditionally coherent readings because their juxtaposed genres eschew linear transitions. 

By encountering texts that aren't obviously whole and imified, readers are asked to 

confront their confusions by reading more fully and contextually. Multigenre texts thus 

demand that readers "attend to the unarticulated linkages and piece together the broken 

parts" (Cheung 122). In a study of postmodern poetry, Jane Miller argues that the 

presence of such ruptures implicates the reader in the making of meaning. By advocating 

initial discomfort that is alleviated by a reader's fuller, m^e omtextual awareness. Miller 

contends that textual ruptures build relationship between writer and reader. The reader no 
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longer consumes but instead participates. Thus, muitigenre texts enact a key principle of 

revisionary rhetoric: They promote better listening as they break down a reader/writer 

binary that positions the writer as a disembodied disseminator of "truth" and the reader as 

passive recifxenL These texts instead create a participatory relationship between writer and 

reader, a relationship that holds both parties responsible for the construction of meaning. 

One of the more frequently cited muitigenre texts in rhetoric and composition 

studies Is Gloria Anzaldua's BorderUmds/LaFrontera. Like Pratt's "contact zone," 

Anzaldua's "borderland" has gained considerable popularity in the discipline because it has 

been useful in foregrounding the politics of teaching and classroom interactions. For 

example, many scholars adopt the metaphor of "borderland" when describing the 

experiences of marginalized smdents encountering and confronting the conventions of 

university culture and, more specifically, academic writing. For my purposes, Anzaldua's 

text is important because it demonstrates how a muitigenre text enacts revisionary rhetoric. 

In addition to juxtaposing memoir, poetry, and academic essay, Anzaldua's text disrupts a 

traditionally coherent reading because it is written in multiple genres and languages. For 

example, in a chapter titled "How to Tame a Wild Tongue," Anzaldua argues that to 

suppress a person's identity as it is constructed through language—that is, to refuse to allow 

sc»neone to use all the languages that create her~is to make that someone ashamed for 

being herself. In a double move typical of revisionary rhetoric, Anzaldua presents this 

argimient as she claims her right to make it as she sees fit Thus, we as readers encounter a 

chapter that opens with personal memoir written in English and moves quickly to cultural 

historical analysis written in both English and Spanish. Near the end of her chapter, 

Anzaldua writes: 

[T]he struggle of identities continues, the struggle of borders is our reality still. 

One day the inner struggle will cease and a true integration will take place. In the 

meantime, tenemos que hacer la lucha. Quien esta protegiendo los ranchos de mi 
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gente? Quien esta tratando de cenar la fisura entre la India y el bianco en nuestra 

sangre? El Chicano, si, el Chicano que anda como un ladron en su propia casa}  ̂

(63) 

As Diane Freedman explains, a privileged reader who cannot read Spanish encounters 

writing like the above and feels the experience of facing borders she cannot cross. The 

foreign language confuses her; its p^sence delays the progression of her reading. And it is 

this confusion, this delay, that creates a space for the reader to hear more fully. If the 

reader is patient enough and is willing to listen to the silence of her own confusion, what 

she will hear, argues Kate Adams, is "some of the suppressed cultural history of the 

Mexican and Indian peoples of the Southwest that is prerequisite to our appreciation and 

understanding of her Northamerican experience" (135). Anzaldua's text thus breaks "long 

silences, countering the lies of racist and ethnocentric history with creative speech" (Adams 

137) and gives voice to the painful experiences of a lesbian of color living in a variety of 

conflicting borderlands. Anzaldua's multigenre text, as a social act, bears witness to a 

legacy of silence and oppression; it demands "a wider, deeper listening" (Adams 140); it 

leads "us to the kind of silence that is prerequisite for hearing new and vital voices on their 

own terms" (Adams 141). 

Anzaldua's text thus achieves another goal of revisionary rhetoric: Namely, it 

breaks down a form/content binary by folding the two sides in on themselves. For 

Anzaldua, the form is the content and vice versa. By offering up her text as a borderland, 

one in which the reader struggles to survive as a meaning maker, Anzaldua promotes an 

experiential sharing between writer and reader, a sharing that works e^nst disembodied 

and dispassionate readings. Instead of simply telling her story and arguing for creative 

dissonance, Anzaldua writes in such a way as to make us feel her story with her. We are 

prevented from simply nodding our heads in that common scholarly manner, "Hmmm, 

yes. Very interesting." Instead, we feel uncomfortable. "What is she doing?" we ask. 
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Maybe we feel angry, "I can't read this! How am I supposed to make sense of it?" In 

short, we not only read about her life, we are also made feel something in response to her 

writing of her life, and we move (I hope) from confused emotion to empathic Ustening to 

fuller understanding. 

Revising Identity in Rhetoric and Composition Studies 

The move toward fuller understanding of difference is a crucial concern of 

contemporary writing teachers/scholars. Jackie Jones Royster argues, for example, that we 

must become more fluent in what she terms "cross-boundary discourse," a discourse where 

speakers' subjectivities shift and blur, and that to acquire this fluency we must learn new 

strategies for speaking and listening. Because subjectivity is not just a function of what we 

say but also of how we are heard, Jones Royster argues that we need to find better ways of 

listening. I contend that multigenre texts can help develop this ability by forcing us, as 

readers, to slow down and ask, "How does this person, in this situation, wish to be 

heardT' Two recent examples of multigenre texts from rhetoric and composition studies 

that enact revisionary rhetoric and practice cross-boundary discourse are Nancy Welch's 

'Toward an Ex-cessive Theory of Revision" and Richard Miller's "The Nervous 

System."'^ 

In her recently published book-length study of revision, Welch argues against 

theories of revision that view it as a "one way movement from writer-based to reader-based 

prose" (137), pedagogies that ask revisers to do away with "passages that confuse or 

irritate readers" (136), and theories that "posit the ideal of a stable, clear, and complete text" 

(137). These formulations, she contends, limit the potential meaning and practice of 

revision. That is, when we view revision as the management of meaning, we miss out on 

revision as a process of creating alternatives. 
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To understand revision as something more complex than a "stage" in a process 

model of composing, Welch argues that we need to theorize revision as an alchemic and 

necessarily social moment, both for the writer and in the writing. She draws on feminist 

psychoanalytic theory to venture a theory of revision that welcomes "disorientation" in the 

gaps between drafts. Such dis-orientation, she argues, enables writers to hear and contend 

with silences left unchecked in their previously "clear" versions. Welch's argument echoes 

those of other scholars in the field who invite us to reconsider the value of what she terms 

"real tight" essays, texts that foreground traditional notions of coherence and clarity at the 

expense of contradiction, disruption, and expanded points of view. Indeed, the arguments 

of those who advocate experimental writing prompt us to ask: What else might we, as 

writers and readers, learn if we risk writing in ways that foster dis-orientation rather than 

shut it down? 

In a move toward answering this question, Welch concludes her book with a 

multigenre chapter titled, 'Toward an Ex-cessive Theory of Revision." Her purpose is to 

enact the revision theory she advocates in the rest of the book. As such she must 

necessarily break "real tight" form in order to dramatize for her readers the value of dis

orientation. She does so by defying "real tight" form on two levels: the textual and the 

theoretical. In both form and content, Welch transgresses boundaries by making 

connections across traditionally separated genres, authors, theories, and disciplines. For 

example, she juxtaposes academic essay with autobiography, self-authored fiction, student 

writing, students' reflections on their writing processes, and scenes from classroom and 

writing center conferences. She remembers her own experiences as a student in a fiction 

writing seminar as she reflects back on helping students write fiction. Throughout the 

chapter Welch references the works of a wide variety of authors, including (but certainly 

not limited to) her students, rhetoric/composition scholars (e.g., Bartholomae, Flower, 

Bizzell, Spellmeyer), Lacan and Freud, psychoanalytic fihn theorist Joan Copjec, feminist 
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theorists Jane Tompkins and Adrienne Rich, fiction writers Margaret Atwood, Maxine 

Hong Kingston, Tim O'Brien, and Paule Marshall, and poets T. Alan Broughton, 

Cornelius Early, and Adrienne Su. 

By linking the theories and texts of these diverse writers, Welch creates a 

transgressive parlorroom, a site in which she explores the boundaries of her students' 

texts, her own writing, as well as her interactions with other writers. Echoing the voices of 

contemporary feminist theorists, Welch explains that 

it's in the pursuit of what exceeds, what transgresses, what is restless and irritated, 

that we can locate the beginnings of identity, voice, and revision-revision as 

getting restless with a first draft's boundaries, revision as asking, 'Something 

missing, something else?' of our texts and our lives. (137) 

For example, early in the chapter Welch introduces three revision narratives that "suggest 

why we need to address these issues of restlessness, confusion, and excess along the 

borders of convention and genre" (139). In each story Welch describes how writers 

grapple with the tensions that result when the messiness of lived experience impinges on 

evolving draft A first-year writing student named "Brandie," for example, struggles with 

a peer's suggestion to revise the corny tone of her personal narrative by including some 

darker emotions. Brandie responds by nodding and then saying, "'But I don't want to put 

any of that in the story. It would take away from the positive idea I'm trying to get across. 

1 don't want people to think I'm a mess'" (140). In another story, a writing teacher talks 

about her stacks of unrevised and unsubmitted journal articles, texts she doesn't want to 

change because she doesn't "'want to take the life out of them'" (141). Afraid she might 

do to her students' essays what journal reviewers have done to her own, this teacher admits 

that she doesn't really know how to teach revision to students; she worries that directions 

to "clean up" their papers will kill the "life" that exists in earlier versions (140-41). For 

Welch, both these stories reveal the beginning of what she terms a "revisionaiy 
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consciousness" (141), the awareness that "full, excessive lives" push against "the strict 

limits of texts that must be ironed out, made unwrinkled and smooth" (141). Welch argues 

that despite the discomfort produced by this pushing against, we as teachers, writers, and 

human beings act irresponsibly when we deny its existence. To deny this discomfort is to 

ignore the presence of dissenting voices, to refuse to hear and contend with difference. 

When we resolve the narrative neatly, we might feel satisfied, but we've failed to practice 

revision as a growing art. 

Welch's revision narratives help construct the theoretical base -the content—that 

mirrors her form. In a classic feminist double-move, she creates through her essay's form 

the very conditions of discomfort that she theorizes. Thus, as Welch explores the 

revisionary potential of writers pushing against the limits of their texts, she as writer 

pushes against the limits of her relationship with her reader. Her "restless" nonlinear essay 

form no doubt tests the limits of her academic reader's patience. Instead of offering 

traditional transitions, Welch often punctuates sections with white space and a series of 

three asterisks. In her opening section, for example, Welch begins traditionally by 

reviewing existing theories of revision in the field, challenging them, and then questioning 

how teachers might teach a revised theory of revision. As such, she conforms to a 

standard form of the academic essay: Open with a review of the literature, follow with a 

discussion of the "problem," and conclude with an offer of a something new and 

improved. Welch, however, breaks form and disrupts her readers' genre expectations by 

using white space and then caning her second part of this section as follows: 

My short story "The Cheating Kind" (1994) started with a memory from my 

teenage years: riding the backroads in an old, beat-up Cadillac that my best friend's 

father and his girlfriend loaned us alcng with a six-pack of Black Label beer 

because, even though we were only fifteen, without licenses, our presence wasn't 

wanted in the house. (137) 
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The text in this part, which continues with Welch's reflection on her process of writing it, 

is italicized, and therefore further visually distanced from the text that precedes it. Welch 

then includes a portion of the story itself, its ending, where the I-narrator and her best 

friend Maria are involved in a minor car accident 

It was only slender stalks of com, ripe and ready for the picking, that we hit They 

gave way easily, and Maria, of course, didn't die. It would be an easier story to tell 

if she had—the stuff of high drama like Gatsby face down and bleeding in a pool, 

the romance of a steak knife shivering between two ribs. I couldn't simply walk 

away then, pretend it never happened, brush off my acquaintance with Maria like a 

fine layer of dirt... (138) 

The story continues and ends, Welch explains, when the middle-class narrator "leaves 

Maria with the wreck, Maria to take the blame, back to the quiet, polite, 'nothing-ever-

happens-here' part of town" (138). 

Welch's break in form is dramatic because she self-consciously juxtaposes two 

distinctly different genres, academic essay and fiction, within the boundaries of a single 

text—the scholarly chapter. But her text is something m^e than an example of experimental 

writing; it also demonstrates key principles of a relational rhetoric designed to promote 

better listening across a field of difference. The breaks between genres confuse the 

academic reader, who is then forced to slow down and listen to the silences, silences that 

ask her to examine the relationship between the genre conventions of this discipline and the 

academic identity they create. The academic we meet in the in the opening of the chapter (in 

a book published by Boynton/Cook as part of its series titled, CrossCurrents: New 

Perspectives in Rhetoric and Composition) is the rhetoric and composition scholar with 

whcan most of us are acquainted. Welch's references to other scholars and her rhetorical 

moves-review, problematize, suggest-are familiar and knowable to her audience. But 

who is it that emerges after the space break? A jiction writer? This is a Nancy Welch I do 
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not know, someone I didn't get a chance to meet at the Phoenix Conference on College 

Composition and Communication. 

It is in this way that Welch's shift in genre signals a shift in academic identity. 

Performing this shift within the limits of a single text enables Welch to transgress 

disciplinary boundaries, blurring rhetoric/composition and creative writing while 

simultaneously demonstrating to her readers that she, too, is a blurred subject. By 

positioning traditional academic essay alongside a self-authored work of fiction, Welch 

delays the linear progression of her argument; she switches genres on us, shattering our 

expectations of "what's next" and prompting us to listen better, to lean in and ask, "what is 

she doing, and why?" Clearly Welch wants us to know she writes fiction, that she's much 

more than just a plodding scholar. Is her inclusion of the self-authored piece mere ego, or 

is she trying to do something more complex? These questions ran through my mind as I 

struggled with her space breaks and genre-switching. My understanding of Welch's 

rhetorical purpose began when I read and paused over an italicized passage that follows a 

psychoanalytic analysis of the ways composition scholars traditionally theorize revision. 

Welch opens this passage with a reference to Jane Tompkins' "Fighting Words: 

Unlearning to Write Critical Essays," and she explains how Tompkins challenges the way 

academics build their authority: by "gunning each other's readings down" (147). Welch 

then links Tompkins' analysis to the "narrative" of her own first academic publication: 

[S]et up this authority, set up that, then tear them down, get on with what you want 

to say. I was shaken when, one year later, I met one of those authorities face to 

face. It occurred to me then, and should have occurred to me before, that she was 

more than a few words on the page I chose to quote: a living breathing person 

leading a complex life, asking cc»nplex questions—who she is and what her work is 

far exceeding the boundaries I'd drawn. In this chapter, too, I'm doing it again, 

choosing quotations from writers whose work exceeds the space I'm giving them 
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and the narrow focus of revision I've selected. This is a problem—one to which I 

keep returning, not skipping over with a gesture of a "However" or a "Yet it's easy 

to see ..creating a text that's problematically concise, simply clear. (147) 

In this key passage, Welch's metadiscursive commentary enables her both to establish her 

scholarly authority as she critiques the very conventions of her authority-making. Rather 

than legitimize reductive and agnostic debate, Welch searches for new ways of building 

academic authority that don't involve simplifying the arguments and lives of others. She 

wants to avoid the kind of pigeonholing that academics engage in when they set others up 

only to tear them down. 

Viewed through the lens of this purpose, Welch's attention to multiple genres and 

the revisions they inspire takes on greater significance. By "migrating" into other programs 

within English departments and researching revision through the genres produced there, 

Welch finds new ways of building academic authority. For example, in one italicized 

I>assage, Welch writes about thinking over Tompkins' essay and its challenges as she reads 

poems by T. Alan Broughton that meditate on letters written by Vincent Van Gogh 

to his brother Theo, one by Cornelius Early written from a photograph of Dexter 

Garden, another by Adrienne Su that takes its occasion from a sentence in AUce's 

Adventures in Wonderland: "Everything is queer today." Funny that poets are 

often charged with sequestering themselves in silent garrets or with suffering the 

most from the anxiety of influence. These three poets model for me ways of 

begiiming to write, of working with the words of others, and of finding a voice-

ways that don't involve setting up and knocking down. They suggest how we 

might revise our usual forms of academic production by remaining at, rather than 

trying to get past, that border between one's text and others. (150) 

In each of her examples, Welch presents a poet who turns to another discipline—fine arts, 

photography, literature~to find an "occasion" out of which to write. This occasion, Welch 
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space brealc, a single asterisk. Like the white space marking the indentation of a new 

paragraph, these breaks signify transition, movement, the emergence of new thought, the 

progressicxi of argument And yet Miller does not simply indent He breaks form by 

refusing to offer the reader linear transitions that make obvious the progression of his 

argument By mixing genres and his own subjectivities as a writer. Miller, like Welch, 

disrupts our notion that texts are unified wholes. Instead, the gaps his weaving creates ask 

us to slow down so that we might hear him better. Miller's practice of revisionary rhetoric 

seeks to engage the reader by making her aware of her own responsibility in the 

construction of meaning and academic identity. 

The essay itself is complex, both in argument and form. Miller argues for a revised 

notion of academic work, one that eschews an academic/personal binary and instead 

critically engages a '"both/and" perspective. Through a series of compelling examples— 

from his own life, his teaching experiences, conference presentations, the media—Miller 

demonstrates how an academic/personal binary is problematic for two reasons. First, the 

common lament: Such a division separates that which is inextricably entwined. An 

academic context is a personal context for those who choose to teach and learn in the 

academy. Second, however, is his more interesting and subtle point We've theorized 

how the personal has made its way into the academy, but we've yet to examine carefully 

how the academy has made its way into the private. Thus, Miller's essay is not a simple 

argument in favor of including personal narratives in scholarly work. Indeed, he has his 

own reservations about published stories that fail to give him "an idea to work with" (267). 

Instead, his essay is an attempt to read the body through the lens of public nairatives—the 

body of the writer who feels something as he writes a poem about his troubled father, the 

writer who cries when he rereads his own work, the body of the reader who, sitting in a 

graduate student lounge, confronting a stack of unread College Englishes, reads the poem 

and cries, too. 
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Such a study of bodily reactions to "writing that matters" has scholarly significance 

on two levels. First, by examining what moves us, what makes us nervous, the kinds of 

language that makes us sweat, we can more fully questions like, "Who is an academic? 

What does an academic value, find tasteful, distasteful, and why?" Furthermore, 

by studying the writer's response to composing at the moment of production, we 

can explore the relationship between modes of writing legitimated by the academy 

and the circulation of cultural capital in our society. Pursuing such an 

investigation, I believe, serves both a lexical and a pedagogical function: it allows 

us to widen the definition of what it means to write self-reflexively and it provides 

a way to index those places in the text where a true revision not only of the 

writer's argument but also of the writer's circumstance can occur. (273) 

By listening to how our bodies respond in academic contexts, particularly during those 

times when they fall silent. Miller argues that we can understand how dominant disciplinary 

narratives lead us to speak about our persa al experiences in ways that legitimize both the 

narratives and the identity they create. 

As an example of how the academy's public narratives shape private experience. 

Miller describes a moment in a graduate teaching seminar when two gay teachers explained 

their reas(xis for deciding whether to come out in class. Their stories prompted other 

stories by other teachers, who, as Miller explains, "took the opportunity to deploy the 

structure of the coming out narrative to tell their own stories..(279), all of which 

somehow connected each teacher to the gay community. However, later in the seminar, the 

talk halted when another teacher "came out" as a Christian and described her own fears in 

the classroom. Miller reports that "no one knew what to say, so we took a break and came 

back to reflect on what had happened in the discussion and its aftereffects" (280). 

According to Miller, the first set of stories made way for more stories because they 

currently carry institutional and cultural c^tal. Members of the seminar were able to listen 
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well because they knew their turn would come and they could speak back in ways that 

enabled them to be seen in the "right" light While this desire to be seen, to tell the right 

kinds of stories so that we might be recognized, published, and promoted, is a practical 

necessity. Miller worries that, in privileging it, we limit the kinds of stories that can be told. 

By theorizing our responses to second moment, those times when we don't speak because 

we dont know how our doing so will enable us to be seen well. Miller argues that we can 

more fully understand the assumptions and conventions upon which an acceptable 

academic identity is built 

In addition to yielding useful knowledge about how we see ourselves as academics, 

exploring those moments when public narrative plays itself out in and on the body can help 

us find ways to listen to those people who don't follow the disciplinary script To do so. 

Miller argues that we need to develop a multi-vocal fluency: 

an ability to hear things previously shut out or ignored, to attend to matters that 

might otherwise be overlooked or dismissed as irrelevant, to accept, in effect, the 

fact that learning to speak in such a way that one gets heard is a lifelong project that 

invdves, perhqjs paradoxically, first learning how to listen better to others. (285) 

Such a fiuency would help us listen to the struggles and fears of the Christian teacher in 

Miller's seminar. Our job in such contexts, explains Miller, "is not to listen for the 

speaker's mastery of a subject, but instead to acknowledge her presence, to attend to the 

minutiae of her life" (277). Less concerned with our academic egos, we can instead begin 

to practice a rhetoric of relationship. 

Miller's rhetoric is an example of revisionary itetoric. His multigenre form, with 

its frequent breaks and use of white space, serves the development of his argument because 

it refuses to reinforce the binary thinking he condemns. Miller dismantles the familiar 

personal/academic binary by refusing to play by its rules; instead he constructs an ongoing 

metadiscursive commentary that disrupts readers' attempts to pigeonhole his argimient "Is 
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he for or against the personal in the academic?" the reader asks. In form and content. 

Miller refuses to be heard in those terms. He begins in a genre that has gained considerable 

popularity in our discipline, that of the personal narrative: 

For his second attempt, my father selected a set of kitchen knives and, when he got 

to the garage, a hammer from his toolbox. Shortly after my mother found him, the 

emergency crew rushed him to the hospital and the neighbors and the parish priest 

arrived to offer what services they could. Then, amidst the frenzied activity in the 

Intensive Care unit, my father struggled to explain the presence of the hammer. At 

a loss for words, he could only say that he had felt at the time that it "might have 

been of some use. (265) 

However, in the next paragraph, he breaks form. Rather than continuing with his story, he 

theorizes its familiarity, situating his personal trauma within a larger context of media news 

stories, 'Yeal life" dramas like Rescue 911, and conference presentations designed to 

critique the master narratives that drive them. 

Following his opening personal narrative and then his theorizing of it. Miller adds 

this metadiscursive comment: 

On the one hand, then, we have the scene in the garage with the knives and the 

hammer, the rescue workers on their way, the ultimately, inaccessible, illegible 

event On the other, the speaker at the podium, the performance of a masterful 

reading, the laughing crowd, the erasure of lived experience, the claim to possess 

truly useful knowledge. (266) 

Here Miller acknowledges that up to this point in his essay his argument has been framed in 

familiar binary terms: There is the material body, the personal, and then there is the 

conference presentation about the body, the academic. Because he begins with the 

narrative of his father's attempted suicide, and because his essay is titled 'The Nervous 

System," we as readers can do a good job of guessing where Miller's loyalties lie. He 
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favors the personal over the disembodied academic and will side with that camp as he 

continues to develop his argument 

Not so fast. Miller warns us. In the very next section he provides a series of 

metadiscursive comments that reveal his reftisal to play the game in these binary terms: 

To stage the debate this way, however, is both to establish a familiar set of 

oppositions and to guarantee an equally familiar outcome. That is, if I'm going to 

follow the generic conventions which I have been working with and which have 

been working with me up to this point, I must now argue for a return to the 

"personal" or "non-academic" writing as a way to reclaim a form of expression that 

really matters—writing that reaches beyond the walls of conferences, that eschews 

jargon to make a bigger tent, that dismantles the sense that the writer is the master 

of her past or of all that she surveys. (266-67) 

Because Miller opens with a moving scene about his father's attempted suicide, we expect 

him to come out in favor of personal narratives in academic contexts; we continue to read 

his essay as if he were opposed to disembodied academic argimients. However, when 

Miller breaks form and reflects on his decision to do so, he demonstrates how genre—in 

this case, the genre of the personal narrative—creates readerly expectations about how 

writers position themselves in relation to disciplinary arguments. By stepping back and 

telling us that he knows we're doing this. Miller illustrates how our reductive reading has 

forced him into a comer that he refuses to occupy. His metadiscursive commentary thus 

demands that readers examine how genre expectations shape the way they construct a 

writer's argument Furthermcve, his conunentary denies validity to the binary precisely 

because it disrupts it, thereby forcing a reader to recognize how she's been conforming to 

its terms. As such, his commentary demonstrates his self-reflexivity as a writer as it 

prompts our self-reflexivity as readers. 
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Miller again deploys this strategy later in his essay, when he argues that "taste" and 

"distaste" are cultural constructions, and that academic readers who are repulsed by 

revelations of the personal must examine how they've been constructed as academics to 

read in such a fashion. Rather than to simply write off such responses as "natural" and 

"appropriate" in a given context. Miller invites us to instead view visceral reactions as 

material for critical analysis. By attending to the emotions of writers and readers. Miller 

argues that we can "excavat[e] bodily responses for material evidence of the ways culture is 

present in the writers' very act of experiencing the composing process and in the reader's 

responses to the writer's text" (272-73). In a self-reflexive move. Miller then turns around 

and applies such a reading to the opening of his own essay: 

Obviously, one could commence such work by turning to the opening of this essay. 

For the moment, though, I am less interested in investigating the reader's visceral 

response to one kind of primal scene ("Oh no, he's not really going to talk about 

suicide and writing is he?" "I can sense a reference to Hemingway or Plath coming 

any minute now," and so on) than I am in pursuing the possibility that the writer's 

response, during the process of composing, might be a site at which to explore the 

relationship between modes of writing legitimized by the academy and the 

circulation of cultural coital in our society. (273) 

By looking back on his own essay. Miller creates metadiscursive commentary that reveals 

his own self-reflexivity and demands the same from his readers. If, for example, you're 

one of the readers who was put off by his opening. Miller's ironic commentary forces you 

to contend with his argument more personally. In a way, he's singled you out and forced 

you to examine how you've been constructed so that you respond as you do. Similarly, 

his commentary forces me~someone who was attracted to his essay initially because of the 

moving personal revelation in the fiist paragraph-to examine how I've been sh^)ed to 

embrace rebellious personal disclosure in academic contexts. 
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As a final example of Miller's metadiscursivity and the ways it encourages writerly 

and readeriy self-reflexivity, I turn to his inclusion of a self-authored poem titled "Around 

the House." The pxjem's speaker is a man remembering a series of scenes from his early 

youth. There are images of tulips "banging against each other" in an amphitheater 

constructed by his father for just that purpose; images of young children laughing and 

falling in backyard weeds are juxtaposed with images of a solitary boy, alone in his attic, 

using up four hundred matches "trying to start a fire that wouldn't start" (273-75). Miller 

offers us the poem and his refiections on its composition as an example of how academic 

narratives invade private memories. Rather than view the poem as some reflection of an 

authentic, private self. Miller sees it instead as an assemblage culled from memory, a 

memory whose vagueness demands an organizing structure. For Miller, this structure is a 

public narrative, "a familiar tale of loss, loneliness, abandonment" (276). Thus, as the lone 

poet composes his past, the public narrative invades, giving shape and coherence to a 

barrage of images. The literary reader, who also plays a role in the public narrative—what 

twentieth-century reader does not?-reads the poem and, as Miller argues, calls in a host of 

psycnoanalytic tropes to critique the poem's meaning from a safe, theoretical distance. 

Thus, Miller explains, the poem remains in the realm of the private: We move from the 

poet's private room to the speaker's private psychology. What this kind of reading fails to 

provide us with is any sense of how the writer/reader experiences the intrusion of the 

public narrative on the private psyche. 

To move us in the direction of theorizing this intersection. Miller helps us hear the 

body by reflecting on his own process of composing the poem. He tells us that he was 

"overwhelmed with grief" (273) while writing, that tears streamed dov- n his face as he 

crafted the lines "I can see you. I can hear you" (276). What are we, as readers trained in 

the art of close reading, to make of these bodily disruptions and Miller's revelation of 

them? It is, in fact, his revelaticMi of personal grief that he supposes will bring discomfort 
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to more than a few of his own readers. The public narrative of loss and abandonment 

invades and organizes the poet Miller's memory, prompting grief and tears. In turn Miller 

the academic essayist offers us his grief and tears not as poem, not as private, authentic 

experience but instead as symptoms of a shared cultural story. Miller recreates for his 

readers a version of his own discomfort while composing. When theorized in these terms, 

our reading of his poem and his reading of the poem's effects render it impossible for us to 

step outside the story without having been touched. While we may not feel overwhelmed 

with grief as we read, we are certainly made to feel something whether it be revulsion at 

his lack of appropriately scholarly taste or a pang in the guL Furthermore, Miller's 

demands for self-reflexivity force us to acknowledge those feelings, to attend to them, and 

to consider how they are the result of a disquieting clash between private memory and 

legitimized public narrative. 

By denying truth to a familiar set of oppositions. Miller's metadiscursive 

commentary creates a space for a third way, a way out of the personal/academic binary, a 

new way to think about the two tenns without immediately placing them in opposition to 

one another. His commentary does so by spurring self-reflexivit>' in both himself as writer 

and in the reader. He questions his own moves as rhetor as he demands that we examine 

our attempts to fit his argument into a safe and comfortaUe set of disciplinary conventions. 

Miller disrupts these conventions by repeatedly refusing and calling attention to his refusal 

to choose a side in the debate, his refusal to '^fit in.** By denying validity to the terms of the 

debate. Miller creates new ways of seeing what we've seen so often before. For Miller-

academic, scholar, poet, son—these revisions are experienced professionally/personally. 

And within the ccxitext of his argument, that is as it should be. 

It is in this sense, then, that metadiscursivity and self-reflexivity fuel revision: By 

looking back on ourselves and our arguments, by being put in a position of having to ask. 
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"what am I doing and why?" we ask questions previously left unasked, and we hear 

answers that change our texts and our world. 

« « * 

Both Welch and Miller use multigenre forms to facilitate their theorizing of 

productive discomfort Their revisionary rhetorical strategies, which put us in the position 

of experiencing discomfort, demand that we look at our own tendencies to pigeonhole 

others, to "clean up" messes by resorting to convenient but reductive binaries. For both, 

writing in multiple genres disrupts this readerly tendency; doing so also makes heard the 

ways in which disciplinary values are reflected in generic conventions. By migrating to 

new genres, these writers prevent us from pigeonholing them as they invite us to see 

ourselves and our discipline anew. Both help us envision ways we might find value in that 

which doesn't 'Yit in," whether it be the opinions of Christian colleagues or students' dark 

emotions or rhetoric/comp scholars who dream of writing poetry. When read together. 

Miller and Welch expose the binary logic informing our academic identity: If we listen to 

be seen, and if being seen is founded on arguing against, then we have no choice but to 

listen reductively. Because rhetoric and composition studies in some sense has always 

been a discipline that doesn't quite Tit in," and indeed because many of us see ourselves as 

misfits, it makes sense that it is we who might fcM-ge new ways of listening, new strategies 

for fostering cross-boundary discourse. Although there is pain in not belonging, we need 

to recognize we've had a hand in shaping our outsider status. It is here, at the borders of 

belonging, that revisionary work gets done. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

TOWARD HEARING THE IMPOSSIBLE: A MULTIGENRE 

REVISION OF ROBERT CONNORS' 

'TEACHING AND LEARNING AS A MAN''^REVISED^' 

In Teaching and Learning As a Man," Robert Connors ticks me off, makes me 

angry, begs me to demolish his argument with an avalanche of logical, articulate, 

indisputable counter attacks. 

But I can't actually say thm in an academic essay, can I? I mean, don't you think 

that makes me look a little too angry, a little too defensive, a little too emotional? 

"Objective" Sunmiary of Author's Position 

In 'Teaching and Learning As a Man," Robert Connors argues that male writing 

teachers struggle in their attempts to teach male students because Uiey—the teachers-lack a 

kind of self-confidence that would enable them to see themselves as "men of wisdom." 

According to Connors, male writing teachers are deeply confused over the available stances 

they can assume as mentors, role models, and teachers. More specifically, Connors eu'gues 

that when rhetoric was defined as public, agnostic debate, men cleariy understood the rules 

for succeeding in oral contests. But when women began to attend college, men felt foolish 

conducting such contests under their gaze. They also felt compelled to protect their 

"weaker^ colleagues from such attacks, so they opted Instead for a 'Yhetoric suitable for 

women" (142)~composition. So, now we have a kinder and gentler rhetoric, but, 

Coiuiors w(xiders, how are male teachers supposed to teach it? And how are male students 

supposed to learn it? 

In addition to locating male teachers' confusicn within a historical ccmtext, Conncx^ 

also situates it within a disciplinary context, one where feminism's influence has informed 
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"many of the deep structures of the field" (142), creating what he calls both a feminized and 

an increasingly feminist discipline. Thus, for Connors, women's entrance into and success 

within the academy has fueled male teachers' confusion in two ways. First, our physical 

presence has forced men to change their competitive, hierarchical male-to-male bonding 

rituals (which Connors says now exist only within sports and fraternities). Second, our 

application of feminist theories to critique histories of rhetoric as well as writing pedagogies 

has made many of our tnale colleagues, who, like Connors, are sympathetic toward the 

feminist project, uneasy about claiming their identity as men in academic circles. 

Thus, Connors faults feminism for men's confusion and lack of self-confidence as 

men. Because male academics have been so heavily influenced by feminist theories and 

their applications, they have come to "distrust [their] own abilities to mentor younger men" 

(144). They don't want to be the patriarchal qjpressors their feminist colleagues work 

against, yet they don't know how to claim a kind of non-oppressive self-confidence that 

would mark them as "men of wisdom." Connors feels alienated by feminist writers who 

fail to consider him as a possible audience, and he faults feminism for focusing on issues 

that affect women at the exclusion of men: 

[T]he actual discussions that went on in feminism were nearly always about how 

these issues impinged on women's lives. Men might be in the picture as 

oppressors, or as support staff, or (very occasionally) as fully drawn figures with 

problems of their own. But feminist analyses have overwhelmingly dealt with 

women's roles, issues, and problems. As they should have. (143-44, emphasis 

added) 

This section of Connors' essay is most curious to me. In it he blames feminism for failing 

to theorize issues as they relate to men, thereby blaming feminism for being feminist But 

then in a curious pivot, Connors ends his tirade against feminism by giving his consent to 

its mission: And they should have. 
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"Objective" summary? Clearly not. But I do seem to have regained my academic 

composure. Confident that my ethos is acceptable and persuasive, I move on to my 

rebuttal. Actually, I turn to a colleague, Laura Micciche, for help, and / paraphrase her 

rebuttal. (I can tell Connors pissed her off, too.) 

An Academic Responds 

In 'Male Flight and Feminist Threat in Composition Studies," Laura Micciche 

critiques Connors' essay in three ways. Hrst, she exposes the reductive quality of his 

cause/effect historical analysis, which locates men's confusion within a single origin that 

fails to contextualize the political, economic, and social f^ces involved in women's 

entrance into the academy and the feminization of composition. Second, she challenges his 

ethos as both historian and feminist supporter by noting his refusal to foreground his own 

interpretive investment and his failure to cite m(x% feminist research. Third, she charges 

that his thinking is weak because it is founded on Ux>ubling binaries regarding the roles men 

and women should assume in liberatory work. Furthermore, according to Miccichie, 

Connors' assertions reveal unproblematized and depoliticized assumptions about the 

writing teacher's role as father, one where a nurturing parent tries to help his (male) 

children achieve self-actualization. 

There's no doubi that Micciche helps me demolish Connors' argument. But I still 

don't feel satisfied. / need something more, something else. 

As a feminist, I have trouble hearing Connors' argument for a number of reasons. 

First, by blaming feminism for men's confusion, he risks positioning himself as an 

"abandoned male," not the most rhetorically persuasive strategy given, as his description 

would have us believe, his audience of powerful feminists/pro-feminist intellectuals. His 

complaints that feminist writers fail to address him as a man-their failure to appeal to him 
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personally—tell us more about his need to feed his ego than they do to provide us with any 

serious critique of feminist theory. This strategy also serves to undermine his self-

professed support of feminist goals. That is, if he truly understood feminist ideology, 

wouldn't he be able to do a better job of theorizing his exclusion? After all, when I read 

bell hooks, for example, I, a white woman, can check my feelings of abandonment by 

reminding myself, "maybe she's not writing to me, and maybe there are good reasons for 

that" With this perspective, my job then becomes one of discovering those good reasons, 

not slamming hooks or fmding fault with her because she's failed to include me. 

And I'm not at all convinced that feminists in the academy and, more specifically, in 

rhetoric and composition snidies, wield the kind of power Connors thinks we do. Despite 

the general lip-service paid to feminist ideologies within academic circles, feminist 

academics still struggle in their attempts to challenge and revise hegemonic institutionzil 

beliefs and practices. As Gesa Kirsch's research compellingly illuminates, feminist 

scholars experience difficulty establishing their authority as academics because their work 

shakes the foundations upon which that authority is traditionally built Specifically, Kirsch 

reports that scholars whose work disrupts traditional notions of "good" scholarship have a 

harder time getting published and more difficulty finding reviewers who are familiar with 

their cross-disciplinary work. The ccsmection between getting puUished and holding real 

power within the academy is an obvious one, and yet Connors overlooks it By failing to 

consider the research of scholars like Kirsch, Connors conveniently side-steps the 

academy's present-day resistance to feminism. 

While Kirsch's work demands that we reevaluate the success of feminism within a 

larger institutional context, Theresa Enos's research invites us to focus in on women within 

rhetoric and composition studies in particular. More specifically, her work challenges 

Connors' implied assertion that women have got all~or most of~the power in this field. 

(By the way, I don't want to make the same mistake Connors makes and conflate "woman" 
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and "feminist." A womanly presence is, of course, not a necessarily feminist one. Yet 

documenting women's struggles to access power in this discipline is an important first 

step, for it enables us to imagine the even greater struggles of self-identified and practicing 

feminists.) 

If Connors is the advocate of feminism that he says he is, and I have my doubts, 

then I respond to his feelings of exclusion, his lack of social support, by telling him to 

educate other men about how they can become men in ways that don't oppress women, 

people of color, gays and lesbians. Despite his supposed support of the feminist project, 

Connors undermines it by creating a feminist/man binary that, in the end, simply serves to 

reinforce patriarchy. To get out from under the binary, Connors needs to articulate a men's 

movement that doesn't depend on its exclusion from feminism, but rather acts as a separate 

and necessary complement In short, I would encourage Connors to foster connections 

with men so that together we might undermine patriarchy, not feminism. 

There. That feels better. But then I remember what Nancy Welch said in an 

analysis of her first academic publication, and Ifeel worse: 

[S]et up this authority, set up that, then tear them down, get on with what you 

want to say. I was shaken when, one year later, I met one of those authorities face 

to face. It occurred to me then, and should have occurred to me before, that she 

was more than a few words on the f)age I chose to quote: a living breathing person 

leading a complex life, asking ccHnplex questions—who she is and what her work is 

far exceeding the boundaries I'd drawn. In this chapter, too, I'm doing it again, 

choosing quotations from writers whose woric exceeds the space I'm giving them 

and the narrow focus of revision I've selected. This is a problem—one to which I 

keep returning, not skipping over with a gesture of a "However" or a "Yet it's easy 

to see...," creating a text that's problematically concise, simply clear. (147) 
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I've never met Robert Connors. Sometimes I read his postings on the WPA listserv, and I 

think about emailing him, telling him about my research. I never do, though. It's easier to 

this way. 

t * * 

When I decided to theorize revision as a process of delayed convergence, one of 

staying with rather than deleting passages and texts thai upset us, I made a commitment to 

myself and to my profession. I also made things much more difficult. 

In "Teaching and Learning As a Man " Robert Connors contends that, in a 

discipline concerned with teaching, scholars must approach gender issues wholly. Because 

I agree, I'm motivated to help Connors make a more rhetorically persuasive argument, one 

that can be heard by an audience of scholarly feminists. His essay is ripe for revision 

because in it he uses a trope familiar to many feminist writers: exclusion. More 

specifically, he argues that as a man there is no serious place for him to discuss issues that 

affect men directly within a disciplinary context where feminists wield "increasingly real 

scholarly and institutional power" (142). Before revising Ccmnors' essay in an effort to 

hear that which has been excluded, I will first describe feminist writing strategies that 

facilitate a revisionary rhetoric. I will then apply these strategies in a multigenre revision of 

Connors' essay. My goal is to create a text that both honors his argument as it makes itself 

heard to an audience of feminist readers. 

In The Disobedient Writer: Women and Narrative Tradition, Nancy Walker 

analyzes the ±etcdcal strategies of women writers who seek to revise a literary tradition 

from which they have been excluded. She examines how women writers revise [jarticular 

kinds of fictional and traditional texts-Bible stories, fairy tales, and canonical texts like The 

ScarletLetter-xbat establish and legitimize a dominant cultural tradition. Wcrnien writers 

choose to revise these widespread, "public domain" stories in such a way as to expose 
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patriarchal assumptions in the original. Their versions offer a kind of intertextuality that re-

sees the word/world and examines the connections between original and revision, 

patriarchy and feminist theory. 

Walker's central argument is that revisionary, feminist writing —what she terms 

"disobedient writing-- differs from common textual appropriation because the feminist 

writer's motives differ 

Because of the way in which Western literary traditions have been formulated,... 

most male writers who have appropriated and revised previous texts have worked 

within a tradition that included them and their experience, whereas women writers 

have more commonly addressed such texts from the position of outsider, altering 

them either to point up the biases they encode or to make them into narratives that 

women can more comfortably inhabit (3) 

Rather then endorse the.values of the dominant culture by continuing its narrative, a 

disobedient writer seeks to "expose or upset paradigms of authority inherent in the texts 

they appropriate" (7). 

Walker's analyses of feminist texts are helpful because they outline key features of 

revisionary rhetoric. One such feature is the move to retell a "public domain" story, what 

we sometimes think of as history, through the lens of a previously peripheral or marginal 

point of view. By conferring agency to this slighted point of view, a revisionary rhetor is 

able to do two things. Hrst, in making connections between revised and original texts, she 

exposes the constructed nature of all texts. She positions her story not as the story but 

instead as one among many. Second, by revealing the constructed nature of texts, she 

disrupts patriarchal notions of universality. The fact that the new story refers sufficiently to 

the original demcxistiates the author's awareness of her text as a construction; it's a kind of 

metafiction wherein the writer casts her story as one amc»g many. Rather than hold hers 

up as Truth, her self-consciousness about her text as a revision of a prior text engages the 
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reader, prompting him to question the "truth" of all texts. Now instead of one Truth many 

versions conspire to attract our attention, asking to be believed. In a feminist, 

postmodernist context, these two rhetorical strategies are persuasive because they 

communicate to the reader the writer's knowledge of history as always partial and situated. 

Furthermore, in the revised versicm, the previously marginalized character is now 

granted authority as speaker, and is therefore capable of questioning and challenging the 

very forces that oppress her. As Walker explains, the speaker is 

enmeshed in a culture whose values denigrate her, and yet [she is able] to stand 

apart intellectually and comment on her own situation with an emotional detachment 

expressed as wit This double consciousness is the narrative analogue to the 

process of revision: the character is both within history and outside of it, feeling 

the force of the moment and at the same time exercising a rhetorical freedom from 

it (163) 

By granting story-telling agency to a previously marginalized point of view, the revisionary 

rhetor creates a space for ircmic commentary: The narrator exists in culture in such a way 

that she can experience it and critique it at the same time. 

This ironic, double space is another important feature of revisionary rhetoric, for 

not only does it demand that readers see at least two versions of truth, but it also forges a 

bond between writer and reader, thereby disrupting a writer/reader binary. Citing Wayne 

Booth, Walker explains this bond as follows: 

The ironist presents statements that the reader recognizes as being untrue, and the 

reader, rejecting these statements, must then determine what the author's real 

meaning it and mentally reconstruct a statement that m(»'e nearly conforms to this 

meaning. (155) 

Irony creates a bond between writer and reader because they're both "in on it," so to speak. 

And, because the writer's/character's point of view is not obvious, the reader shares sc«ne 
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of the responsibility for making meaning. Thus, the writer's creation of an ironic double 

perspective creates readerly work: rereading, reconstructing, revising. The reader is 

forced to ask, "what is true here?" The question itself demands that she recognize the 

existence of other possibilities and construct for herself the best meaning in this particular 

context.; it also reveals the situatedness of the reader's own knowledge-making, which 

opens spaces for other situations, other points of view. 

Connors himself uses this kind of ironic double perspective at the start of his essay, 

and it's what creates an initial bond between us. Describing his experiences conferencing 

with one "burley" male student who came to his office for help, Connors writes: "When he 

had gotten as thorough a set of marching orders as he could draw from me—and I, young 

prof, was happy to disperse my gems of wisdom in good detail to those astute enough to 

ask for them—he departed quickly and with relief' (137). Mocking himself and out-of-date 

pedagogies that hold the teacher up as knowledge-disseminator, Connors wins me over. 

"Marching orders," "gems of wisdom," "those astute enough to ask for them." I see the 

two of us, drinking coffee, our eyebrows raised, maybe one of us is laughing. We're 

remembering those early days, how much smarter than our students we thought we were, 

how much we didn't know about teaching and conferencing and joumaling. We can laugh 

now, of course, because those days are behind us. 

Or are they? For me, Connors' description wins me over because some of what he 

says still holds true. I still feel proud and pleased when students ask me for my "gems of 

wisdom." I walk out of the office, my head a little higher than usual. 1 feel useful, like 

I've got something to offer and someone willing and ready to receive. Connors helps me 

poke fun at myself, but there's also an edge in his words. In bis description of the young 

prof, I see a hard truth about -one version of~myself: I'm a do-gooder with a big ego and 

pedantic tendencies that border on the hegemonic. His irony shows me that I 'm "in on if 

in more ways than one. 
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The initial bond I feel with Connors—we're both teachers capable of critiquing the 

academic culture that creates us—is severed, of course, when he locates his anger toward 

his student within a larger context of feeling insecure about how to relate to this mzile 

student, which, as I've discussed earlier, he locates within a still larger context of 

feminism's influence in the academy. He could keep me as a reader and make me take a 

hard look at the contradictions, the stereotypes, the problems that exist within feminist 

pedagogy, if he began by making clear the tradition from which he feels excluded. Part of 

that tradition, of course, is evident from his Works Cited page: the Belenky et al. and 

Giiligan "Women Ways" tradition, which in its day revised prevailing male-centered 

theories of epistemological and moral development. As we know. Women's Ways of 

Knowing and In a Different Voice, the most often- cited feminist texts in this discipline 

(although I haven't conducted a definitive count, wouldn't you agree?), are themselves 

feminist revisions of the sort analyzed by Walker They rewrite and revise disciplinary 

narratives by retelling the story frcMn a previously marginalized point of view—women. 

Less obviously Coimors' title-'Teaching and Learning As a Man" (emphasis added)-

hearkens back to Elizabeth Flynn's often-cited and influential "Composing As a Woman," 

an essay that begins with Adrienne Rich's famous call to revise "men's thinking." Like 

Connors, Flynn explores linkages between composition studies and feminist theory. Like 

Connors, she cites Women's Ways of Knowing and In a Different Voice, arguing for 

revised writing pedagogies that recognize women's different epistemological and moral 

locations, an argument that, like Connors', rests on uncomfortable generalities regarding 

male students' preferences for individual, solitary work and women's need for 

collaborative, bonding environments. Thus we find Connors in the difficult position of 

wanting to retell a recently retold story. That is, the tradition from which Cormors feels 

excluded is a quintessentially feminist tradition of revision. 



122 

For Connors to enter this tradition, to fit in by not fitting in, he would need to 

embark on a disobedient reading of the "Women's Ways" tradition. In other words, he 

must retell that tradition from a marginal and previously unheard point of view in such a 

way as to "expose or upset paradigms of authority inherent in the texts" he appropriates 

(Walker 7). Furthennore, his task is all the more difficult because he must rewrite the 

prevailing tradition without returning to patriarchal foundations that the first retellings 

sought to disrupt That is, he can hardly enter a feminist tradition by making patriarchal 

claims. Unfortunately, this is exactly what he ends up of doing, as I discuss earlier. But 

rather than abandon Connors precisely when he needs me most, I choose to cling to that 

sliver of connection and ask: Who is it that's being excluded here? Whose voice has yet to 

be heard? Surely we've heard Robert Connors, composition scholar, well-known and 

respected historian. In fact, we hear this version of Robert Coimors in the bulk of his 

essay. But on page 149, someone else steps in, briefly but powerfully: "If, like many of 

us, you were a nerdy kid picked on by the tough guys, dealing from a position of 

(provisional) power with their contemporary incarnation is a relationship filled with 

unspeakable issues." Connors is referring to problems male teachers have connecting with 

certain types of "burley" and "aggressive" male students who challenge them in outdated 

but nevertheless omnipresent agonistic ways. But what interests me more here is not the 

content of Connors' point so much as the emergence of this nerdy kid from the shadows, 

the one who was picked on, the one who goes silent in the face of those unspeakable 

issues. Who is he? What was school like for Aim? How did he cope? As a feminist, I 

hear "unspeakable issues" and I turn an ear toward keener listening. My mind races, 

wanting to get to know him, wanting to hear his stoiy, realizing intuitively that knowing 

his story would help me help my male students learn to write. 

But I don't get to hear his stoiy, the very point of view that might disrupt prevailing 

assumptions and help us to understand male students' emotional silences and 
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"inexpressivity" more fully. Indeed the one thing about which Connors is virtually silent— 

save the reference to the nerdy kid—is his own schooling experiences, his own struggles 

overcoming emotional constiiction. In short, the one thing that could save Connors would 

be for him to live up to the implications of his title: What does iifeel like to teach and learn 

as a man? 

'Teaching and Learning As a Man": A Multigenre Revision 

In the spring of 1997, when I first read Connors' essay, I responded with an 

immediate and intense anger, the kind of visceral reaction that makes scholars nervous, but 

which I argue can be mined to yield potentially transformative knowledge. To help me 

arrive at this knowledge, I decided to interview my male colleagues to hear how they 

understood his argument and what reactions, if any, they had to it. I wrote a memo and 

distributed it to all of the male graduate teaching assistants who teach writing at the 

University of Arizona.Thirteen of my colleagues agreed to read Connors' essay and 

then be interviewed, and I met with eleven of them for approximately one and one-half to 

two hours. We met at coffee shops around Tucson, in the Student Union Mexican 

restaurant, in the graduate student lounge, at my apartment. We talked about teaching, 

mentoring, poetry, friendship, life. While excerpts of these interviews are not intended to 

convey any statistical sigmficance, they did help me begin to understand my male 

colleagues' experiences as writing teachers and learners. As such, I offer their insights to 

my readers in much the same way. Through their words I hope to give voice to the 

silences in Connors' essay." 

* *  *  

[W]e must... encourage [our women students] to beccxne self-consciously aware 

of what their experience in the world has been and how this experience is related to 
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the politics of gender. Then we must encourage our women students to write from 

the power of that experience. -Elizabeth Hynn, "Composing As a Woman" 

In "Composing As a Woman," Elizabeth Flynn sunmiarizes the work of Nancy 

Chodorow, Carol Gilligan, and the Women's Ways collective in order to argue that male 

and female students use language differently and, thus, writing teachers need to interrogate 

how their pedagogies might position male styles as the norm. In her summary, Flynn 

explains how the influential works listed above theorize women's preference for connection 

over separation, an emphasis that results in relatedness or entanglement; men, on the other 

hand, are described as preferring separation and individuation, which facilitate socially 

valued achievement In the student essays she includes to dramatize these differences, 

Rynn observes that the women's writing reflects a fear of separation, whereas the men's 

reveals a frustration with connections that thwart individual achievement 

I can, of course, spend some time here talking about the "essentialist" bent of these 

claims, a move that's been done before and one that, I think, reduces the complexity of the 

arguments that support them. Instead, I want to consider the voices of male writing 

teachers in order to determine if there are other reasons, besides the fear of thwarted 

achievement that lead us to desire separation over connection. 

Reasons for Desiring Separation 

When asked whether they consider themselves to be mentors to their male students, 

many of the interviewees described practical limitations that prevent them from doing so. 

Ryan, a 32-year-old experienced teacher, situated his hesitation within an increasingly 

litigious context that makes blurred relationships with students problematic: 

When I knew I wanted to become a teacher, I started tutoring at an elementary 

school and one of the hard and fast rules—it was a law—was never to be alone with 

a student in a classroom ever. It didn't matter if you knew this student well or not 
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I think I've grown up in terms of teaching in this cultm-e with a "don't get too 

close" attitude. Because it can open up all sorts of weird legal problems. I've 

never had a problem with a student that's developed into anything serious, thank 

god. I'm sure I'll have them down the line, and I'll have to deal with them. But 

I've had plenty of friends who've had students who've been no end of trouble. 

Calling in the parents. Doing the grade review process. Threatening to sue. All 

that stuff. So, yeah, I'd like to be a mentor to any student who'd like me to be a 

mentor, but at the same time I think I draw back from that, to a large degree. Some 

of my male friends who are teachers are very comfortable with telling students, "I 

don't want to talk to you in this capacity. I don't want to be your friend, etc." I 

have more trouble with that I see myself as an advocate for students, as a 

student's friend. Maybe that's good, maybe that's bad. I haven't decided yet. I 

don't know. But I naturally fall into very comfortable relationships with students, 

both male and female. I think it's a good thing, but I don't know. The jury's still 

out on that one. 

Like Ryan, other interviewees expressed an interest in developing mentoring relationships 

with their students, but that time limitations and their own work demands make such 

relationships difficult For example, as John, 33, explains; 

I don't have time, unfortunately, to be too many people's mentors. And I feel like I 

choose people who can most benefit from and who need it and who have the most 

potential. Like that Josh kid. I am his mentor. I am. He was in my 102 class, my 

209 class, I get together with him, he declared himself a creative writing major 

because of me. He's got so much talent and so much potential. In any way, if I 

can help him out, I will, in any way that I can. I read his stuff. His very respectful 

of my boundaries. I mean, we're friends. 
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Tony, 26, who describes himself as an "isolationist," expresses a similar concern about 

students' need to recognize his boundaries; 

Is this somebody who, when I see him, 1 want to dive behind the garbage can so I 

don't have to be on? I feel like I always have to be on when I go to campus. I'm 

like, "I'm not on, okay? I just want to get my fucking mail and get out of here." 

In addition, Tony is concerned about the responsibility of mentoring, which he describes as 

something he's "uneasy about," perhaps because he worries that his male students will 

think he's gay: 

I have this paranoia that, if I'm getting too close to a male student, he's going to 

think I'm gay, think I'm interested. I'm uncomfortable with those boundaries. 

They're unfamiliar to me, not the sexual ones, but the teacher-student relationship. 

Some interviewees also situated their hesitance within a professional context, one where the 

Job of a writing teacher is to teach writing rather than to mentor students: 

This self-consciousness about becoming a role model is a problem. In situations 

where you've had positive relationships with professors, doesn't that stem from an 

academic relationship first, a certain kind of interest that's shared, or an enthusiasm 

that you have for something? Five-sixths of the kids in these classes couldn't give 

a crap about what you're talking about So this idea of manufacturing an avenue 

for us to send out touchy-feely feelers to these students... I wonder how valuable 

that is. Aren't your students more apt to be attracted to you if you actually taught 

them something? Or is it the content of the class that can lead to that bridge? 

Working mentoring into the curriculum seems like a weird thing to do. Maybe I'm 

being too hard on the guy [Coimors]. -Todd, 25. 

In addition to describing practical limitations that prevent them fr(xn fostering 

relationships with their male students, some of the interviewees also revealed how their 
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own past relationships with men, particularly their fathers, inhibit their desire to form close 

relationships with other men. As John explains: 

I haven't spoken to my own father in thirteen years and I don't like older men 

because of that and I don't trust anybody. I don't like to get too involved with 

people on that level. So, I'm aware of it as a problem, and then reading this 

[Connors] essay made me realize that it's a problem for a lot of men. And then it 

makes me think about when I was even younger when I was [an undergraduate] 

and 1 didn't want to listen to anybody. [Lists undergraduate creative writing 

teachers] All those guys were failures to me. They were writers who had to teach. 

Failures. I did not respect them for that reason, and that was wrong. So wrong. It 

colored everything, my whole education was colored, ruined, essentially, by that 

misperception. 

Tony, who describes his own relationship with his father as "lacking," explains how he, 

absent the possibility for healthy relationships, developed destructive relationships instead: 

Growing up, I was always looking for some male presence. I found it in these 

guys who my sisters were dating, and I think it was kind of dangerous in a lot of 

ways, the triangles that were set up. Later it came through sports. Definitely that's 

the way violence is institutionalized. I played football in college and doing the 

sickest, craziest, most violent things was rewarded. We'd get in fights and break 

things, all that kind of stuff. It bad merit in that worid. 

Scott, 44, doesn't mention his father when asked about male mentor figures, but his 

struggle to explain the absence of influential male figures in his life is apparent in his 

answer 

I don't like men much. It's tough to put into words, this part of it I think.... let 

me think for a second. I've sought out... [silence] 1 don't know what it is. I 

really dcHi't know what it is. I'll have to think about it [silence] I guess the 
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experiences I've had with male professors is that they tend to probe me a little 

more. That doesn't mean hold me to a higher standard. That's not true at all. I feel 

less... not as taken as seriously. I can't tell. This could just be an individual 

thing. But when I think back the women advisors I had... mentors... seemed 

just truly interested, seemed to have good solid concern about my progress. With 

the few male professors I've had it almost seemed like a check-list: "Okay, what 

are you taking? Okay, great" I don't know if that's purely just individual 

coincidence or if there's something there. I don't know. But I've never really felt 

the kind of connection with male professors that I've had with women professors. 

After nailing Connors for making sweeping generalizations, I hesitate to do the 

same thing, but it's my experience. I don't know. The professors I keep in touch 

with are women professors, two or three. I still communicate with them. There's 

no sense of urgency to keep in touch with the guys. I don't know what it is. 

Several of the interviewees described existing relationships with fathers and former 

male teachers, and some explained how these relationships have been and continue to be 

both rewarding and problematic. As Paul, 30, relates: 

My father is a troubling mentor, but I thank god fcM* him. I fear what I would be 

had my mother been the only one at my helm because she was so neglectful. He 

wasn't there completely, and he wasn't completely my father, but I've grown under 

his wing, and I'm glad. He got me into school. He helped me get through junior 

college and then transferring to college. So he's a real source of strength for me. 

[What's he like?] He's veryjudgmental, and that can be a hard thing to live with. I 

can be very judgmental, but I fight more for a compassionate side. His judgment 

has been a burden and at times has been a difficult thing to live under. Eveiything I 

used to read I wanted to show him, "Look! Look Look at this. Here's where 
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you're contradicted." I wanted to show him James Baldwin. But I don't feel that 

so much anymore. I'm not so much under his wing. He's also been encouraging 

to me. It used to be we had clashes. One of the best things he said to me when he 

came [to visit] the other day, and I didn't ask him to say this, but he said, "You 

should be an essayist You have these ideas." I wrote him a letter a couple of 

summers ago when I drove from Louisville to Ailcansas and I wrote him about it 

and he's like, "This is a good piece of writing." He was really impressed with it. 

And he started to say that I'm a could be writer, which has always been a trouble 

spot for me. He's a writer. A successful writer. He writes. And he's written 

some good things, has written a lot of trash, but it's writing. Made a million bucks 

in one year. 

* * « 

/ decided to interview my colleagues and revise Connors' essay because my 

reaction to it told me it was saying something I needed to hear. At first I thought that 

something was pretty simple: Men aren't the only ones who prefer separation. Before 

reading Connors' essay, I'd never even thought of myself as a mentor to my female 

students. Growing up, I used to spend long, isolated hours in my parents' bedroom, 

leafing through old family photographs, looking for something I needed but couldn't find. 

Price Hill, circa Nineteen-Sixty-Something 

In my favorite family photograph 
I am absent The women—a mother, her mother—stand 
up front, arms flung over and around four proud 
toddlers, the oldest holds a basket 
of pastel eggs. There's a sense they've just 
come from mass and soon 
will go indoors for cokes in small, nonretumable bottles. 

In the second row is an alcoholic who cmce owned a bar 
in working-class Irish Cincinnati. His life had a kind of symmetry 
I can appreciate. During a hold-up that didn't amoimt to much 
(he hid the big bills in Us shoe) he was shot in the leg. I know 
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this because I've read the yellowed newspaper clipping. That year 
I retreated often to read up on my family history. 
As the story goes, my mother's version of the story, 
my grandf£^er the alcoholic bartender 
who knew a thousand dirty jokes but shared only the clean 
drank because he was plagued by daily headaches. 

In the final row 
twice removed from the toddlers and the eggs 
stands my father. He's in suit pants, a white-collared shirt, and a tie. 
He has his hands on his hips, and he's wearing the familiar wiry glasses I've come to 
associate with all his early photos. 
He's slightly crossed-ey^, refusing to pose. 
Years later I guess right 5 kids by 30. It all happened so fast 

A stone garden makes itself against 
an exterior wall. I am curious. 
Is my mother pregnant with me 
or is that just the wind picking up the fullness of her Sunday dress? 

In my version of the story, I am not yet bom, 
though surely my brother looks older than two. 
I am all expectation and hope, holding out 
for connection and two-dimensional space. 
Or maybe I'm upstairs napping in a ciib 
that's been slept in for years. No one 
is minding me. When stirred like the moon 
I stand and disclose my interior, 
a Sunday made whole by my own rising glare. 

Why do some people prefer separation? Because connection can be painful. It's 

that simple. Artd that difficult. 

* * * 

Underdeveloped Themes Or, 

The Diary I Never Wrote 

The thing I liked best about my diary was the key. The youngest of five children, I 

worried about my older brothers, especially Mark, exposing my secrets, and so I hid the 

key in a place I was sure he would never look: my jewelry box, a plastic, garish thing, 

home to mood rings and beaded bracelets. (Though now I realize that Mark could have 

pried open the measly lock with a bobby pin and an ounce of effort, and maybe he did.) I 
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began writing in my diary when I was in the second grade and still learning how to steer 

myself and my hand across the white, untouched page. The cover of the book is itself a 

marvel: pink and orange large-petaled flowers separated by small white spaces that, 

somewhere along the line, I saw fit to color in with blue ball-point pen. In the petals of the 

center, leftmost flower, I've written my name. Or, what I thought at that time would be my 

name come 8th grade confirmation: Julie Mairie Elisabeth Jung. 

Now I can flip the cover easily to find this penciled scrawl: "What you are about 

too read I Julie's feelings. I changed the names to protect the inisents. Just Kidding." 

At twenty-nine and a Ph.D. student in composition and rhetoric, I reread this 

opening disclaimer and am stmck by its clear sense of audience: I at eight knowingly 

address a reader. Mark? Myself? Someone with powers to judge and punish? Someone 

with a sense of humor? Years later, when I would encounter this old diary, usually during 

moments of transition—while packing boxes to move, let's say~I would reread this inside 

cover and think that perhaps I envisioned one day reading my diary with my daughter, a 

fiction yet to materialize, but an audience I nevertheless allow myself to write for even 

now. 

On the second page of my diary, the manufacturer has written in big black letters: 

"THE PROPERTY OF" and in the line provided my eight-year-old self has written, "me." 

On the opposite page there is a space to record the year I started writing in my diary: 

" 1974." Below that, where I was supposed to have written the year I stopped writing in it, 

I've scrawled "I don't care." And on August 4,1977, at 15 after eight at night, my eleven-

year-old self sees fit to revise: "I mean here that 1 don't know.'" 

Revisions of this sort are common throughout my diary. I wrote in it on and off for 

18 years, and during many rereadings, my older, embarrassed self could not seem to keep 

from commenting, recontextualizing. rationalizing. For example, on July 11,1977,1 

write: 
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Dear Diary it is so queer to write dear diary but I don't know why I do it. I'm 

bored, man that's the only time I ever write in here, today I went to the eye doctor I 

only have to do my eye exersies three times a week. Yippy. I always talk about 

wanting to grow up but when I read this over I dont want to go on but back up I 

don't want to change to the metric system. Bye. 

Half of this entry is written in a stilted beginner's cursive, which I struggle with for eight 

lines before moving to a more confident print Then, in the space reserved for next day's 

entry, I write the following in a loopy and cocky cursive: 

Excuse me. Today is Feb 11, 1979. The Metric System is easy and fun. So there. 

A more striking example of my early revisionist tendencies begins almost a year 

later, when I, an eighth grader at St. Charles Borromeo Catholic Elementary School and a 

straight A student who has never kissed a boy, fill two pages as follows; 

Awards day tomorrow. Graduation and Kings Island. Beth's party (kiss Dave?) I 

love Dave Jauch. I read all those things that say "I love Larry, Pat" and all these 

queer things. Ill probably read this in a year and crack up. But, if Dave dumps 

me he owes me a dollar. I have to read the petitions at grad mass. I'm already 

nervice. I'm going with Dave and I'm going around with him at Kings Island. I 

really have to write down some of my thoughts, so here goes. I love him. I'm 

afraid 111 give in to him. But I hope and pray he and I respect each other enough. I 

pray God will help me stay pure. I want to be a virgin on my wedding night. So 

there. But I love him. He calls me all the time. I wanna kiss him. Bye. 

Just under a year later, I did, in fact, reread that entry and crack up, adding this refutation: 

Excuse me, but I must comment on the pure queemess of that last page. I can't 

believe I wrote that shit! Well, just thought I'd let you know. 

On July 4,1981,1 reconfirm my older, wiser reading and write, "Here, Here!" 
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And just about five years later, as a first-year college student, lonely, homesick, and 

overwhelmed, I write: 

Today (this weekend) I'm home from school. I'm kind of sick and I have a 

boaUoad of homework. (What the hell is going on in Chem? And Calculus ma\-

min problems. God.) After I read this diary I feel like the BIGGEST queer. Well, 

I'm REALLY IN LOVE NOW. Believe me. It's been Dean since Jzmuary and I 

love him so much. I go up to Notre Dame to visit him on the 19th. I can't wait. 

No, I didn't stay pure for my wedding night Guess I should've given in to Dave 

Jauch after all. Jesus, I didn't even kiss the kid!! Gotta go read Henry IV, Part I. 

Rereading and structuring this ongoing conversation now, I'm moved by the 

reflective honesty of a young girl who longs to stay young, the awkwardness of a skinny 

adolescent just on the cusp of her burgeoning sexuality, the lonely musings of a homesick 

college student And I'm also struck by the ease with which I discount my own feelings, 

my own expression, my own experience. "Queer" pops up again and again, a judgment 

from which no key can protect The language throughout my diary reveals the nature of 

my relationship to myself: limited intimac>', temporary honest>'. In a way, my diary 

became a kind of self-contract I could write about my life only if I agreed that none of it 

mattered, that none of it was real. 

A mentor told me recently that we can't revise that which isn't written. When I 

reread my diary now, I see the gaps, the erasures, the things I didn't say. My very first 

diary entry, for example, recounts an experience I had at a slumber party the night before: 

March 24,1974. Today I came home from Kelly's Sells and just becous we where 

talking a little Kelly had to get wipped. and Troy got 8 pancakes and we only got 2 

and Kelly saind can I have some more pancakes and her mom saind no III tell you 

what you can have more of and you already got it once and lam terrified thai a 
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parent can beat a child at her own birthday party and I remember the day Kelly came 

to school with two broken arms and then I hear the crack of the belt and Kelly's 

screams and later she comes back to the room and everyone is quiet until I hear her 

cry and I don't know what to say, except I want to cry, too, and I want to go home 

so bad and at breakfast I can't eat and then mom picks me up and I run to the car 

and lock the door and she asks, "how was it?" and / say, 'fine," and at home I go 

straight to my room and unlock my diary and try to write everything down but it 

won't come out right because my handwriting is too wide and I think I'm only 

allowed to fill one page, but I don't worry so much because I think, "if I write this 

down—this much, at least—I'll remember it always." 

Entries like these occur sporadically throughout my diary. They say just enough to 

make me remember specific moments from my childhood, and when 1 reread them, these 

moments become so vivid and clear that my current memory merges with actual event; the 

two transcend time and space and fuse into one; through language past is made now and 

my life is made whole. 

In a later entry I gloss over the first time (one of only two times) I saw my mom 

cry. 

And then there are the times about which I write nothing at all. But even for these 

my diary focuses me, reminds me of a season or an attitude, and asks me to remember 

what I can: 

February 14,1976. Happy Valentines Day. I'm all better. I still got the sniffles. 

Sniff sniff! I want to be a pro basketball player when I'm bigger. I played with 

Mark and Steve with basket ball but they always fight I also play with Jill. We 

got a hamster named Dudley. It's a girl. (We got her about a week ago). Bye! 

And during days like these, these glimpses of the spring yet to come, when Steve 

and Mark are so happy to be outside that they even let me play with them, it's 
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during one of these kind of days thai Mark tries to hang himself in the tree in the 

front yard and I cut him down with the hedge clippers (did I?) and I can't remember 

feeling anything and I don't remember Mom and Dad doing anything. And now 

when / ask Lori about it she says she doesn't remember it even happening and 

Steve says he remembers but that it was no big deal because Mark just wanted some 

attention and Mark, he lives alone and is miserable still and he calls me out of the 

blue last week (he never calls anyone) and says he's having trouble sleeping and I 

tell him to drink chamomile tea but I don't say 7 love you" and I never do. 

Maybe these moments, and there were others like them, never made it into my diary 

because I didn't have the language to express them. But I doubt that. I think what I didn't 

have was the means to revise them. In the face of such pain and despair, my reader, and 

her "this is so queer" commentary, found herself out of her league. Moments like these 

violated that unspoken self-contract They made my life matter; they made it too real for 

words. 

If it's true that we can only revise what's written, maybe it's also true that we can 

only write what's been revised. I think of my first-year college students who come to me 

during my office hours. They tell me they're confused about the essay assignment and, to 

convince me, they reach into their pint-sized leather backpacks and pull out binders 

overflowing with hand-outs and syllabi. I watch, amused. I enjoy young writers so 

much. And when we finally get to talking, they tell me about their families, their friends. 

They say how different college is from high school, and they confess that they woiry about 

flunking out Last summer, one student described in vivid detail a party he attended the 

weekend before, a party where a friend of bis was shot "You ever seen how somebody's 

hand shakes when he's holdin' a gun. Miss?" he asks. "No," I answer. 1 think of my 
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childhood, growing up in the idyllic peace of suburban Ohio. "No. I've never even seen a 

gun before." He looks incredulous, but he goes on. 

They tell me all this and more, but they don't write it And although I ask them to 

explore issues that matter to them, those that feel important in their own lives, most of them 

don't Most of them remain disengaged and unchanged. They pick topics they've already 

researched and they write neat and tidy conclusions that paint a cheery picture of the world. 

When I ask them to revise "to find a more meaningful purpose" (a phrase I write a lot at the 

end of student papers), they typically fix their typos. I used to think these students were 

lazy or too busy rushing and going to parties to take their writing seriously. But now I'm 

in the process of rethinking my students' silences. Through the lens of my diary, they take 

on new meaning, one that forces me to confront my own. And I hear all of these silences 

speaking to me now, asking me again and again: Why make real by putting into words 

those experiences we feel we are powerless to change? 

My answer is that by writing our silences, we do, in fact, change them. We change 

them because we change ourselves. And in the process we are granted a most unexpected 

gift: a reader who is unafraid. 

' « « X 

Reasons for E)esiring Connection 

While many of the interviewees' responses support claims that men prefer 

separation over connection and relatedness, other responses contradict these claims. For 

example, while several of the interviewees described the absence of male mentor figures in 

their early lives, they also revealed their desire for them. As Paul explains, "Of course I 

wanted a mentor. I yearned for male guidance to show me the way. And I guess also to be 

there when I was depressed and to recognize my unhappiness." John echoes Paul's desire: 

"I needed [a male mentor] so bad. I was in a great deal of pain~as a lot of young men are~ 

that I often could not see out of. No one jarred me out of it at all." 
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For many of the interviewees, their own past disconnections with older men serve 

as springboards for fostering connections with younger men. John, for example, whose 

own troubled relationship with his father caused him to distrust male mentor figures, 

reflects on how this history enables him to connect with male students who seem to distrust 

him; 

I have guys in my classes who were just like me. And I know how to break 

through to those people. I got a couple of emails from [a male student] asking if he 

could just hang out with me for a little bit, just to continue to vibe off of me. And 

he said, "1 walked into this classroom thinking that this was going to be a disaster. 

It was a requirement and I did not want to have to take this class. I want to skip 

right to [advanced poetry writing]." I know how to deal with that kind of character 

because I was that kind of character, who didn't want to listen to anybody. 

John later describes how this same student's troubled relationship with his father sparked 

an emotional breakthrough that deepened their connection; 

After a 102 class one day Josh and I were hanging around and he just all of a 

sudden broke down crying because his father had tried to borrow money from him. 

And he's like a scholarship dorm kid, barely making it, sells lemonade at baseball 

games to make a little money. Here his father is trying to borrow a 100 bucks. He 

doesn't need that It was just too much pressure for him. And at that point it was 

kind of like at that moment I was jarred into thinking, "I could do some good here" 

and I had already jarred him into thinking, "Okay, this is somebody I maybe need 

to get to know a little better." I think he had the same problem [as I did when I was 

a first-year student]. He's in a lot of pain-intellectual and emotional pain—but he 

saw his way out a little bit He could see out of his own head enough to seek out 

help. 
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Similarly, Ryan describes how his own rebellious streak as a student in high school 

enables him to connect with and respond positively to male students who challenge his 

authority: 

I used to do it And students try to do it to me. They know this will piss Teacher X 

off. Teacher X has expressed certain ideas about the world, and this student is now 

going to show them that they don't give a shiL In high school I wrote those kind of 

essays all the time, especially with teachers you didn't like and who you thought 

were looking at you unfairly. 1 can definitely remember essays I've written that 

were intended to piss the teacher off. That was my goal. 

1 get very confrontational, very agnostic male students all the time, students 

who are willing to call me on anything that I say that suggests to them that they 

should do something about their writing or that they have something to learn. My 

approach is... [laughter] I always think of the old Kung Fu TV series. There was 

this one moment when his teacher said, "You must bend like the willow." I bend. 

I don't let male smdents who are confrontational phase me, because all my life I've 

grown up with guys like that, and when you're confrontational, that's what they 

want It buys right into their ploy. If you bend, all of the sudden they realize 

there's less to rebel against TheU's a lesson I had to learn in my life. 

Scott also describes strategies he uses to ccmnect with confrontational male students who 

attempt to disconnect with him and his course: 

There's an anxiety in the classroom, definitely, that has to do with male teachers 

and young men. I'm challenged all the time, on the testosterone level.. ."poetry is 

for fags" ... "why are we reading this?" ... that sort of thing. What do you do 

about those guys in their baseball caps? I let them know from the get-go that I'm a 

student, too. I'm not here to deliver wisdom. I tell most of them on the first day of 

class, "If you're looking for that kind of advice, quit school right now, learn how 
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to surf, spend a year in France or Africa, come back and dedicate a year of your life 

to charity, spend 30 or 60 days in a county jail, get your heart broken a few times, 

then come to college. It makes much more sense." That's just to let them know. 

"But since we're here let's [laughter] read some poems." I position myself both 

intellectually and even right there in the classroom configuration physically as more 

of a student And it seems to work. 

Scott later describes one particularly difficult male student with whom he was eventually 

able to connect: 

I had a fellow for two semesters. He was just the most violently obnoxious person 

I'd ever met He absolutely undermined everything I did, both in the class and on 

the listserv. He refused to budge. He dressed in all black. I swear to god he was a 

crack smoker. He's sort of a lunatic. He was an asshole in class, an asshole on the 

listserv. But when he camc to office hours or if we passed each other on campus 

[he was] the nicest guy in the world. And I used to ask him, "What is your deal?! 

Why are you nice to me here? Why can we talk here but not in class?" He would 

just shrug it off. At the beginning of the second semester, he told me, "I'm 

intimidated by all of this. In high school I was the tough guy. I got all the girls. I 

owned three electric guitars, a car. I come here and everybody's cooler than I am." 

So he was lashing out Lashing out at me because I like poetry, the evil thing. And 

I still get emails from him to this day. He quit his fraternity. He realized that 

wasn't for him. That's someone... I would never put this on my teaching self-

evaluation ... he was someone who needed to be told to grow up. Whether you're 

supposed to do that in a writing class, I don't know. I don't know. But he took 

his writing seriously, more seriously, after we had talked. Before it was just 

taunting: "I think this. What are you going to do about it?" 
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In addition to connecting with confrontational students who reminded them of 

themselves at that age, several of the interviewees described other kinds of relationships 

with males students, connections spurred by mutual admiration or loneliness. Ryan, for 

example, who earlier explained how our litigious culture prevents him from fostering 

mentoring relationships with students, works against this formulation when he says: 

When it comes to teaching I'm always pushing for more human relationships, even 

though they're messy, even though they're complex. I shy away from these kind 

of administrative formulas for teacher-student relationships, like "Never be alone 

with a student in classroom." They seem so anti-human to me. Sure, we're 

screwed up people, but we're trying to do something about it rather than develop 

laws to isolate us from each other. 

He later describes one such relationship with a male student, a relationship founded on 

shared admiration for two famous writers: 

One male student who I've had coffee with and who I've kept in touch with ever 

since class ended-he's a fascinating guy~he decided to go visit William Burroughs 

and Allen Ginsberg. He called up William Burroughs and said, "Can I live with 

you over the summer?" This was like three years ago, when he was still in high 

school, and William Burroughs said, "yes," so he went and lived with the guy for 

six weeks. He brought all these pictures in. It was like, "oh my god!" He was 

fascinating. We struck up a relationship after class. We had coffee and we 

continue to, once every four months or so, something like that. He'll ask me about 

course work, about what courses are good to take, what's this major like, "I don't 

know what I want to do with my life," that type of stuff. 

Tony, who earlier described himself as an "isolationist," someone who feels uncc»nfortable 

with mentoring because of the intimacy it requires, later powerfully presents himself as a 

caring and competent mentor 
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The first person who came to my office hours came to talk to me about his first 

paper. He sounded very confused, reluctant to even talk about it. He was very 

shy. I had a big chew of tobacco in my mouth, and it took 15 minutes for me to 

realize that he was coming to me because he was lonely. He's from Minnesota and 

felt totally out of place, had no friends, and was really just reaching out to me. It 

really hit me. I was like, "wow." It touched me, and it also alarmed me to the 

responsibilities I had. Here's this jackass chewing tobacco. What kind of 

impression am I setting for him? Halfway through the conversation I realized that 

he was there for other reasons, and I tried to reach out for him and I felt sort of 

surprised by the weight of the responsibility. It was the first time I'd ever been in 

that position in my life. I think at that point I tried to talk to him about other stuff. 

What was going on? What about home? What did he miss about home? I think he 

left feeling better about things. But from then on he'd be in almost every week. I 

started giving him books and we had this little book club. He was into it. 

He wrote some really powerful things. His personal exploratory essay was 

about his father abusing him basically. He'd spent the first 17 years of his life in 

one place and then he moved between junior and senior year in high school and was 

really traumatized by that He also had a pretty troubled relationship with his 

father. So it was about conflicts between him and his father and how his older 

brother was the intermediary who was living outside of the house. He'd go to his 

brother's house anytime shit hit the fan at his house. His father would hit him, 

throw him around. That's what was in the essay. He has an incredible voice, a 

really natural voice as a writer. I encouraged him to write. 

* * * 

In the process of writing and revising this essay, I've asked myself again and again: 

Why am I doing this? Why do I want these voices to be heard? I remember how lonely I 
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was the semester I began the interviews. I think I was looking for more friends, maybe 

even a partner. At the very least a date. I remember how lonely I was growing up, and 

how much I wanted my brother to love me, to choose to stay alive so he could be with me. 

I begin to worry that I'm repeating a lifelong pattern, one that calls into question my own 

sense of self-worth: If my value comes from keeping isolationists connected, what's my 

investment in keeping them separate? 

* * * 

Attempts to Center in the Desert 

South of the Ohio suburb 
where I spent my winter days 
tubing over home-made iced ramps 
down the hill in my back yard 
and my summer nights chasing 
lightning bugs and storing them in 
glass jars with ice picked lids 

where I once cut down 
my brother who two years older than me 
at the age of twelve 
decided to hang himself from the maple tree 
in our front yard, close enough to the busy street to earn 
the neighbors' attentions and deep enough 
for my mother's explanation he's just liking for attention 

south of that suburb is another suburb 
which we used to call the boondocks and is now plotted 
with Homarama homes that sport an architecture 
bordering on the grote^ue, angular and huge, 
too few windows and identical decks. 
Where is the light supposed to go? 

I'm sitting in my mother's oldsmobile 
and we've just bought com from a roadside stand. 
Really. We did. 
We're passing streets with names 
like Cobblestone Crossing Court and Tifton Green Trail. 
North of here is where I grew up. 

Later I'll ride bikes with my brother 
through those same streets and we'll hear 
a concert in the park. He'll eat a hot dog 
and a soft pretzel with salt and no must^ 
and I'll notice how knee-length denim jeans 
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seem to be all the rage for men that summer. 
We won't talk much and when the concert dies 
down we'll ride home 
he in the lead, like he's always been, 
silently pointing out bumps in the sidewalk 
taking short cuts I don't notice 
daring me to go faster than I dare. 
ril remember how we 
after dinner at dusk at just this time of night 
used to chase lightening bugs 
plot their path in space and always guess wrong 
catch them in our hands 
and let them go. 

During that ride home 
throu^ the Mill parking lot 
past Friendly's Ice Cream Shoppe 
aixj the Seventh Adventist Church 
ril understand what homecoming means. 

He's got a job he hates and a mortgage to pay. 
I can't seem to make him laugh like I used to. 
Somewhere between that suburb and this one 
we became ordinary. 

« « « 

Before I ever picked up and read Carol Gilligan's In a Different Voice, I had her 

argument reduced to a set of easily remembered binarisms: women—connection, 

relationship; men—separation, achievement. Then I actually read her book, and I realized 

quickly that I was doing her research a disservice by representing the concept of 

relationship in such simplified terms. In the closing paragraph of her chapter titled, 

"Images of Relationship," Gilligan captures its complexity when she describes the 

"paradoxical truths of himian experience-

that we know ourselves as separate only insofar as we live in connection with 

others, and that we experience relationship only insofar as we differentiate other 

from self. (63) 

Connection and separation. Other and self. Love and pain. These are the paradoxes of 

relationship, and only by recognizing their manifestation in aU relationships, from 
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collaborative groups consisting of women only to male mentorships between writing 

teacher and student, only then can we begin to address human issues wholly. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

REVISIONARY READING: MAKING FEMINIST RE-SEARCH 

When postmodernism and feminist research intersect, positivistic knowledge and 

researcher objectivity are called into question in what Patti Lather eloquendy describes as a 

critique of the modem project, or 

the search for a 'master narrative,' a fixed point of reference, an archimedean 

standpoint outside of the flux of language and human interest, an innocent 

transcendental signified, a God's eye rationalist perspective, some non-contingent 

order of truth. (88) 

In such a project, "researchers impose meanings on situations rather than constructing 

meaning through negotiation with research participants" (Lather 59). For feminist 

researchers, methodologies founded on modem assumptions are more than just 

unacceptable; they are dowmight dangerous, for they objectify the researched (Lather 59), 

contribute to researcher appropriation, and legitimize ahistorical and essentializing 

conclusions (Kirsh and Ritchie 10-11). 

To subvert these patriarchal pitfalls, feminist researchers advocate a different form 

of research, one that challenges the assumption that research methods are, by nature, 

"neutral, impartial, and disinterested" (Kirsch 29). Lather describes this form as 

postpositivistic "collaborative theoriang" (58); Gesa Kirsh and Joy Ritchie refer to it as 

"reciprocal research" (10). In both cases, the authors suggest how research participants 

can transcend their roles as respondents and instead participate as makers of knowledge, as 

agents in ±e construction of their experience rather than as mere objects of observation. To 

meet these ends, the authors advocate that, whenever possible, participants: (1) help 

design research questions (Kirsh 29); (2) review drafts of research reports to assess the 

validity of interpretations (Kirsh 34-35; Lather 53); and (3) coauthor research reports 
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(Fonow and Cook 4; Kirsh and Ritchie 24-25; Lather 96). By involving participants in the 

construction and interpretation of their experience, feminist researchers strive to avoid "the 

dangers of normalizing tendencies" (Lather 99) and instead seek to locate and critique those 

experiences within the fluctuating and overlapping contexts of people's lives. 

The success of such a methodology, however, depends on more than just the 

meaningful inclusion of participants. The researcher's position must also undergo revision; 

she must relinquish her false, privileged position of "outsider" and instead "reflect upon, 

examine critically, and explore analytically the nature of the research process" (Fonow and 

Cook 2). For Kirsh and Ritchie, this critical examination demands that a researcher be 

"unrelentingly self-reflective" (10) of her own subject positions as she conducts her 

research. However, the authors caution against the "self indulgent privileging" (23) of 

personal revelations, which can silence the voices of others and do litde if nothing to 

transform traditional research paradigms. Instead, they suggest that researchers "place their 

stories and those of their research participants in dialogue with each other to gain new 

insights into their own and others' lives" (23). Such a dialogue fosters a critical 

consciousness that enables the researcher to examine her own ideological and cultural 

locations as a dialectical function of the participant experience she seeks to theorize. 

Consequently, a major goal of feminist research is to render knowledge not only about the 

participants studied, but about the researchers as well. 

In this essay, I begin by examining the implications of enacting such a feminist 

research methodology. Specifically, I argue that feminist composition researchers 

undermine their own efforts when they report their findings in traditionally coherent and 

univocal written fcxms. Instead, I invite researchers to invoke a postmodern written 

aesthetic that complements their methodology. To assure them that such innovative texts 

would be read meaningfully, I propose a theory of reading postmodern research that 

prcMnotes textual coherence by involving readers as makers of knowledge, as coresearchers 
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in the sense that they construct meaning both from the text and about themselves. I then 

apply this theory to my own reading of two experimental research reports: one a 

multivoiced research article written by a collective of feminist teachers and the other a draft 

of a multigenre research article written by me. (See Appendix A.) 

Envisioning a Postmodern Written Form of Composition Research 

While collaborative research and writing are gaining legitimacy in composition 

studies, scholars are still most likely to present the results of that collaborative work in a 

traditional modem form.'® The above review of the scholarship on feminist composition 

research suggests, however, that the written form itself must change, as a new way of 

doing research necessitates a new way of writing research, one that brings the voices of 

researchers and participants into a conversation that foregrounds and sustains the diverse, 

sometimes contradictory, and always multiple subject positions of the people involved. 

Consequently, the written form d" feminist composition research must, like the 

methodology itself, challenge traditional paradigms, for it demands that we 

reconsider our privileging of certain, coherent, and univocal writing and include 

multiple voices and diverse interpretations in our research narratives, highlighting 

the ideologies that govern our thinking as well as those that may contradict our 

own. (Kirsch and Ritchie 25) 

This inclusion of multiple voices and positionalities requires feminist researchers to 

"rethink the narratives" they construct (Gere 90), to risk writing "ruptured narratives" that 

defy traditicnal notions of unity and coherence (Kirsch and Ritchie 24). 

While such a postmodern aesthetic might be new to the field of composition 

research, it is common in contemporary fiction and is most often characterized by its 

shattering of the narrative line. Just as Cubism can take a roomful of furniture and 

irc«i it onto nine square feet of canvas, so fiction can take fifty years of human life. 
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chop it to bits, and piece those bits together so that, within the limits of temporal 

fonn, we consider them all at once. This is narrative collage. (Dillard 21) 

Discussing the integrity of postmodern fiction, Dillard carefully cautions against 

"fragmentation for fragmentation's sake" and argues that the techniques of narrative collage 

require just as much, if not more, formal control than traditional fiction, for narrative 

collage "requires the writer to identify the important segments of his [sic] woilc and skip the 

rest" (30). Gesa Kirsh describes a similar process she undergoes as a researcher compiling 

interviews into what she call layers of narration: 

As the interviewer, I... have to narrate the interviews by choosing, selecting, and 

highlighting quotes from writers' statements as well as looking for patterns across 

writers' conunents. The narrative of the research study is further shaped by my 

current interests, my readings of relevant literature, my understanding of related 

theories, my personal history, and my experience as a woman in the academy. (39) 

Although the purposes of feminist composition researchers differ from those of 

contemporary fiction writers, their processes of coming to written forms are similar. Just 

as postmodern writers must decide how to juxtapose voice, time, and space to achieve 

aesthetic and intellectual ends, so too must researchers select from multiple voices and 

subject positions—including their own—and situate them in dialogue with one another. By 

translating such a postmodern process into its complementary written product, feminist 

composition researchers can resist the traditional temptation to demonstrate Truth through 

tidy conclusions and can instead make knowledge by locating human experience within 

particular contexts that highlight rather than erase contradiction and difference. 

Furthermore, written research communicated through a postmodern form enhances what 

Michael Hassett terms a reader's "response-ability," for such a form opens up textual 

spaces for readers to enter the dialogue and keep the conversation going. These spaces. 



149 

Hassett explains, result when writers highlight disruption rather than gloss over it, or 

worse yet, explain it away. 

One essay that dramatizes the risks involved in adopting a postmodern aesthetic is 

'The Rhetorician as an Agent of Social Change," in which Ellen Cushman uses a ''self-

reflexive rhetoric" (7) to describe her literacy work in a Black neighborhood in upstate New 

York and to argue for the place of community-based activist research in composition and 

rhetorical studies. Cushman's essay contains photos, four appendices, fourteen numbered 

endnotes, and six variously marked (e.g., *,#,+, etc.) footnotes. In her first footnote, 

Cushman explains this arrangement; 

This paper is a multivoiced, self-reflexive look at our roles as rhetoricians. As 

such, I hope to turn our work as scholars inside out, upside down, back in upon 

itself. Tve included many voices in this paper because this was the only way I 

seemed able to capture the range of reactions I've had to the theories and practices 

of critical pedagogies and cultural studies theories-from initial enthusiasm to 

disillusionment to fnistration to anger. And so I've organized this paper as a hall of 

mirrors. The central image is the argument that rhetoricians can be agents of social 

change outside the university and a brief explanation of how this plays out in 

research. To create this image, I use a narrative voice to tell a story of possibility. 

The footnotes with various markers are the next set of mirrors and reveal more 

background for my argument. In these footnotes, I use a self-critical voice hoping 

that we will pause for a brief moment to examine our discourse. The numbered 

endnotes include the theorists I find most useful in reflecting my argument Here I 

use an academic voice in a conscious effort to wc«-k within the system. Finally, we 

have the ^pendices. In these I don't want to cite specific authorities because the 

onus to consider the ramifications of using critical discourse remains on all our 

shoulders. Yours and mine. With these aside, I want to point to trends in the 
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discourse I've heard at conferences and read in the work of many composition 

scholars. I've appended these, first, because they reflect the main argument by 

revealing my initial frustration and, many times, anger which prompt this pj^ier; 

and, second, because they're written from this anger, I risk being dismissed as 

inflammatory, a risk I hope to reduce by making them an aside; third, these asides 

have significant personal value to me. They're the best translation of my street-

tough, face-breaking, fight-picking voice that I can manage for an academic 

audience. Given this activist research, my white trash history, and being only one 

pay check away from returning to the streets, I'm never very far from that voice, 

that way of being, no matter how many books, computers, students, and teachers I 

sit in front of. (8, emphasis added) 

Cushman's hall of mirrors both enacts a feminist research methodology as it attempts to 

deploy a postmodern written form-one that communicates the results of her research as it 

attempts to problematize the assumptions and conventions that grant it scholarly authority. 

Using this double move, Cushman creates a multivoiced ethos that hinges on her refusal to 

keep her feelings and gut-level responses silent Rather than allow disciplinary 

conventions to dictate rhetorical propriety, Cushman uses textual layering to turn a critical 

eye upon those conventions. As such, her emotional responses to disciplinary trends cease 

to be inflanmiatory and are instead read as contextual material and support for her 

argument. 

Cushman's enactment of a self-reflexive ±etoric is risky and exciting, for it enables 

her to give voice to selves that might have otherwise been silenced by disciplinary 

definitions of a rhetorically ^propriate scholarly voice. As a reader, however, I find 

myself struggling with the form of Cushman's essay. In one of the appendices, for 

example, the already-distanced text ccMitains two numbered endnotes and one footnote (22-

23). The textual gymnastics Cushman feels compelled to go through to assure that all of 
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her selves are read well—that her argument is not weakened by the inclusion of emotion-

sadden me, and make me wonder how Cushman might have integrated rather than 

marginalize her emotional self. 

Often we keep from doing something "risky" and "innovative" because we're not 

sure how it will be taken. I can imagine, for example, someone reading a multivocal, 

postmodern, feminist-inspired research report and concluding, "It's incoherent!" And I can 

hear another reader of a study, one that puts the personal experiences and reflections of 

researchers and participants into dialogue with one another, remarking, "Well, that is an 

interesting study, but it's awfully self-indulgent and un-rigorous, wouldn't you say?" 

Perhaps a more compelling argument against a postmodern written form is that it 

might render knowledge that is too relativistic to be of any use. When we not only tolerate 

but indeed require multiplicity, we run the risk that our conclusions will be compromises 

unsatisfying for all. Ritchie herself, in a discussion of a collaborative project with two of 

her students, where the students' interpretations of their experience challenged Ritchie's 

western feminist principles, admits that "Although we finished the article, we considered 

abandoning it at several points because each of us felt at least slightly compromised in the 

essay that resulted" (13). Here Ritchie seems to be saying that she and her collaborators 

reached some sort of mutually unsatisfying consensus for the sake of the essay's 

coherence, thereby privileging form over content If instead she and her team had been 

reasonably confident that their interpretations, contradictions and all, would be read in non-

dismissive ways, might they have felt freed up to write the research differently? 

In the remainder of this essay, I will propose a way to read the seemingly 

incoherent, fragmentary written research inspired by a postmodern aesthetic in hopes that 

researchers will feel confident enough to write it without having to the sorts of textual 

gymnastics found in Cushman's essay. 
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Revisionary Reading 

My proposed theory of reading is designed to encourage composition researchers to 

experiment with written forms, and it complements Kirsch and Ritchie's notions of 

researching and writing because it involves the reader in the researcher/participant 

collaborative project. I term this collaborative transaction revisionary reading, and it can 

best be understood through an intersection of feminist reading theory and the rhetorical 

theories of Kenneth Burke. In short, revisionary reading is a process of constructing 

knowledge by making connections across a field of difference, including differences in 

voice and genre. More specifically, when confronted with a fragmentary, seemingly 

impossible-to-apprehend text, the reader is asked to make connections by first locating and 

then tracking what Burke calls a transcendent term, the term that unifies the text for that 

particular reader. In addition to unifying the text, the transcendent term has tremendous 

ti^ansformative potential, for it challenges the reader, forcing her to ask; Why THAT term? 

Thus, transcendent terms stabilize texts as they destabilize readers. That is, by doing the 

hard work of answering such a question, the reader begins to see how her personal lenses 

sh^ her interpretation of all texts. She can longer be seduced by the fantasy of correct 

textual apprehension, for it is no longer possible. Instead, revisionary reading implicates 

readers in the process of textual interpretation, demanding that they recognize, 

acknowledge, and write about how their own life stories flow into and out of the texts they 

read and interpret 

My theory of reading differs from that proposed by Dillard, who argues that, in 

order to be read well, "contemporary modernist" (what I have been terming "postmodern") 

fiction must have "integrity," that despite the shattered narrative lines and the juxtaposed 

images, a postmodern piece must have a coherence rooted in the "rightness" of the 

juxtaposition, a kind of internal logic that renders order out of seeming chaos. She further 

argues that postmodern writers need responsible readers "who demand real artistic 
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coherence from a work" (32), for such readers will prevent writers from mistakenly 

equating form and content For Dillard, then, the reader functions as the writer's 

"coherence check" in that s/he confirms whether a piece hangs together as a meaningful 

whole. My theory of reading differs from Dillard's in that I do not assume that a text's 

coherence is present or lacking before it goes out to readers. Instead, I argue that the reader 

participates with the writer in the construction of that coherence, and, as such, the reader is 

a necessary condition in establishing the coherence of a text 

I think it's important here to note the difference between revisionary reading, as I 

have described it, and a master narrative. The latter is held up by the dominant culture as 

the universal experience, thereby excluding and silencing those voices that challenge its 

"norms." The former, however, works against such universalizing tendencies because it is 

a temporal, dynamic construction akin to Louise Rosenblatt's transactional reading theory, 

only here readers collaborate with a written text for a particular purpose—to discover a 

transcendent term that yields a certain situated perspective. As Lather explains, such an 

approach 

links our "reading' to ourselves as socially situated spectators. It draws attention to 

the variety of readings, the partiality of any one view and our implications in 

historical social relations. This works against naturalizing, essentializing and 

foregrounds positionalities. (145) 

The value of such a theory of reading, then, is that it highlights the context within which a 

text is read in terms of the reader's ideologically and culturally constructed purposes. By 

applying this feminist theory of reading to what might otherwise be dismissed as incoherent 

texts, we can examine how readers, upon joining the researcher/participant conversation, 

both construct meaning and deconstruct themselves. 

To understand how this dual process occurs, I now turn to Kenneth Burke, who 

explains that fragmented, even ideologically opposing, voices can be transformed into 
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unified dialogues through "a process of transformation whereby the position at the end 

transcends the position at the start, so that the position at the start can eventually be seen in 

terms of the new motive encountered en route" (Grammar 433). The key term in this 

description is transcend, which Burke explains as a process through which oi^x)sing views 

cease to be opposing with the adoption of new point of view {Attitudes 336). It is the 

transcendent term that provides the lens through which this new perspective can be 

obtained. Interestingly, while the transcendent tenn isn't arrived at until the end of the 

dialogue. Burke argues that, in order for the dialogue to be consistent, the tenn "must be 

there at the start, either explicitly or implicitly. Usually it is implicit, and it is gradually 

purged of its obscurities" {Rhetoric of Religion 128). Once the transcendent term is 

located, we can use it to move from a dialectical perspective, one that "leaves the competing 

voices in a jangling relation with one another" to an ultimate perspective, in which there is a 

'guiding idea' or 'unitary principle' behind the diversity of voices. The voices 

would not confront one another as somewhat disrelated competitors that can work 

together only by the 'mild demoralization' of sheer compromise; rather, they would 

be like successive positions or moments in a single process. {Rhetoric of Motives 

187) 

Before applying Burke's theory to two examples of feminist research, I will first 

demonstrate how it can be used to read a canonical text that is also multivoiced; Plato's 

Gorgias (published in the Bizzell and Herzberg collection). To examine how the ultimate 

perspective is arrived at in Plato's Gorgias, I begin by recognizing the various positions of 

the voices at work in the Socratic dialectic. Socrates begins by asking Gorgias "What he 

is" (61), and, once Socrates gets Gorgias to say he is a rhetorician, Socrates then 

transforms his original question into "with what particular thing is rhetoric concerned?" 

(61,62). Gorgias's answer of "speech" is shown to be unsatisfactory, for many subjects 

are concerned with speech, and it is through the Socratic dialectic that Gorgias finally 
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articulates what he believes to be the value of rhetoric: "there is no subject on which the 

rhetorician could not speak more persuasively than a member of any other profession 

whatsoever, before a multitude" (67). For Gorgias, then, rhetoric is valuable because it 

gives its orator power, the "power to be more convincing on any subject than even the 

experts are" (57). When Socrates exposes that such a position does not satisfactorily 

articulate the role of ethics in rhetoric, Polus joins the conversation and argues that, because 

Socrates does not deny that rhetoric has the kind of power Gorgias gives it, then Socrates 

must admit that is it beneficial to the orator, for "great power is a good to him who has it" 

That is, rhetoric is beneficial because "it enables the orator to achieve satisfaction" (57). 

Later Callicles chimes in that the value of rhetoric is that it affords the better and superior 

man the strength to dominate. After showing the weaknesses of both Polus's and 

Callicles' positions, Socrates concludes by revealing his own: that "rhetoric is to be used 

for this one purpose always, of pointing to what is just, and so in every other activity" 

(112). 

The competing voices in this dialectic are summarized here not to provide a 

comprehensive and definitive analysis of one of Plato's richest, most complex dialogues, 

but to show how, through a new perspective afforded by a transcendent term, these 

dialectical vcHces are transformed into the contributing voices of a unified, Platonic 

dialogue. To arrive at the transcendent term, recall that Burke indicates it usually resides 

implicitly in the beginning and it is only made explicit after all obscurities are washed away. 

Because Socrates has the last word, it is tempting to assume that it is he who makes the 

term explicit, and to assiune that term to be justice, a move that would position Socrates' 

voice over those of his collaborators. However, if we realize that it is only through a 

dialectic in which Gorgias, Polus, Callicles, and Socrates all participate that the 

transcendent term emerges, we can then see that such a term must itself transcend Socrates' 

own. 
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To airive at the terai, we need to analyze how the dialogue is transformed in such a 

way that the position at the end transcends the position at the start To trace this 

transformation, I track here the questions, both explicit and implicit, that guide the dialogue 

and thus parallel its transformation. The original question directed to Gorgias-what are 

you?~is transformed into the question: With what subject is rhetoric concerned? None of 

the participants ever satisfactorily answers this question; instead the question itself is 

transformed in Polus's conversation with Socrates. That is, implicit in their dialogue is the 

question: In what ways is rhetoric used? Pol us and Callicles provide two answers, which 

Socrates discounts, a process that enables him to arrive at the final question implicitly 

guiding the dialogue: In what ways should rfietoric be used? Thus, the final question 

enables us to articulate both the transcendent question and its accompanying transcendent 

term: What is the purpose of rhetoric? As readers we can now go back to the beginning of 

the dialogue and, armed with our transcendent term, judge the purposes of rhetoric put 

forth by the speakers: persuasion, satisfaction, domination, justice. In this way, then, the 

Platonic dialogue, guided by the unitary principle of purpose, transcends the Socratic 

dialectic. This transformation affords us a new perspective as we read, one that leaves us 

not necessarily agreeing with Socrates, but instead questioning the role of rhetoric in our 

world. 

The preceding discussion demonstrates the first half of Burke's theory: how a 

reader can locate a transcendent term and thereby unify a fragmented text The second step, 

then, would be for me, the reader, to ask myself why I might have landed on purpose as 

the transcendent term in this dialogue.*' 
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Feminist Research and Experimental Writing: Two Cases 

Case One: 'A Symposium on Feminist Experiences in the Composition Classroom' 

Kirsh and Ritchie observe that a move toward more fragmentary, multivocal 

research reports is already underway in composition studies, and they applaud several 

researchers for their willingness to experiment with "new ways of reporting research" (24). 

One group's work they highlight is the research team of Jill Eichhom, Sara Farris, Karen 

Hayes, Adriana Hernandez, Susan Jarratt, Karen Powers-Stubbs, and Marian Sciachitano, 

who use a symposium format to "reflect on and theorize their experiences as feminist 

teachers" (25), the results of which were published in the October 1992 volume of College 

Composition and Communication.^^ In the symposium, each author speaks in her own 

voice and from her own position as a feminist writing teacher, thereby enabling the reader 

to examine the issue of feminism in the writing classroom from seven distinctly different 

perspectives. Although the article is not overtly postmodern, as each author's text follows 

an unshattered narrative line, the seven voices taken together do provide us with an 

opportunity to see how one reader's discovery of a transcendent term enables her to unify 

the voices in the symposium in such a way that she constructs meaning and deconstructs 

her own position as a reader. 

The symposium opens with Marian M. Sciachitano's introduction to the Feminist 

Sofdiistics, a three-week graduate seminar held at Miami University of Ohio, where the 

seven researchers met and decided to form a feminist pedagogy group designed to "pursue 

the relation between feminism and composition studies' (297). In addition to giving her 

reader a brief biogn^hical sketch of each teacher, Sciachitano provides a rationale for the 

project and draws on numerous ccxnposition theorists to argue that women teachers, more 

so than men, experience difficulty establishing themselves as authorities in the classroom 

and that rhetorics of consensus, designed to provide "an atmosphere of safety," actually 

reinforce patriarchal visions of "woman teacher as mother" and fail to challenge students' 
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androcentric worid views. Sciachitano closes by inviting readers to consider how feminist 

teachers can foster a "space of opexmess and possibility as we confront difference and 

problems of authority in writing classrooms" (300). 

Karen Hayes follows with a discussion of how, as an older, returning graduate 

student, her newness to feminism and the valuing of difference in the classroom were 

welcome changes to the overly genteel, "can't we all just get along?" mentality she 

experienced as an undergraduate. Believing in the power of feminist teaching to create a 

space for students to articulate difference, Hayes decided to enact a feminist pedagogy in 

her classroom and discuss feminist issues with her students. In particular, Hayes reflects 

on one problematic student, Al, whose outrageously racist, sexist and homophobic 

statements in classroom discussions "foregrounded difference in a way I never could have 

accomplished on my own" (303). Hayes concludes that teachers should not lament student 

resistance to feminism, but should instead draw on it to highlight difference both within the 

classroom and the texts their students read. 

Sara Fairis follows with a reflection on two students' dramatically different 

responses to her feminist writing classroom. One older student, an already self-identified 

feminist, was empowered by the class. But James, who Farris says "brought nothing to 

class," seemed motivated only to the extent that he could find a writing topic that would 

please his feminist teacher. For him, the course was not transformative. Farris concludes 

by arguing that a feminist pedagogy must seek to liberate both women and men. To do so, 

feminist teachers, "in collaboration with our students, must interrogate, dismantle, and 

create alternatives to oppressive patriarchal definitic»s of both masculine and feminine" 

(307). 

For Jill Eichhom, the challenge in her composition class was allowing herself~and 

her ever-changing pregnant body—to be a subject in the course. By sharing her "conflicts 

as a [pregnant] women in a male-dominated system" (310) with her students, and by 
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encouraging them to ask questions about her pregnancy, Eichhom risked feehng exposed 

and vulnerable to her students in order to challenge the power relations that made that 

exposure so risky. Karen Powers-Stubbs next relates her experience teaching an overtly 

feminist class designed to disrupt students' assumptions about race, class, and gender, and 

reflects on how the students' active resistance toward her teaching caused her to question 

her own classroom authority. She concludes, however, that students' resistance and 

outspoken objections to feminist principles are encouraging signs, for they belie a 

disruption that has students thinking in new ways. 

Tenured professor Susan Jarratt's first time teaching an overtly feminist class was 

less problematic, as the "chasm" she created with her students in outspokenly labeling the 

course "feminist" prompted both her and her students to forge new kinds of solidarity. For 

Jarratt, this meant relying on her Teaching Fellow, an undergraduate student, who 

mediated classroom authority and whose "presence bridged the student/teacher difference" 

(317). Jarratt concludes that her success in getting her students to use language as a means 

of analysis and cultural critique supports her ccwitention that "socially oriented and 

personally satisfying composition teaching can happen across and within different kinds of 

difference" (318). 

The final speaker in the symposium is Adriana Hernandez, who simimarizes the 

voices that come before by grouping the narratives into "three clusters around issues of the 

female teacher's authority and the supportive vs. oppositional voices of students" (318). 

For the most part, Hernandez concludes that the feminist teachers' experiences suggest that 

creating a classroom space "where tensions about race, gender, class and other differences 

are articulated is the Hrst step away from a monological conception of pedagogy that 

reduces all coQsideration of formative processes to a language cf methods and techniques" 

(320). For Hernandez, the problematics introduced by Sciachitano-difference and 

authority—are not meant to be resolved or overcome, but instead should be viewed as 
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essential components in an ongoing process of struggle. The feminist classroom is a site 

where teachers struggle to revision and maintain authority, where both teachers and 

students struggle to come to terms with—to recognize and respect—differences. Rather than 

ameliorate that struggle, "the feminist classroom legitimizes struggle as positive and 

productive; it provides the arena to analyze contradiction, identification, and resistance" 

(321). 

Perhaps sensing that their experimental, multivocal report would be met with 

charges of incoherence, the members of the research team, through Sciachitano's initial 

essay, give their readers a way to unify the voices in the symposium: 

In the essays that follow, we offer individual teaching narratives, written out of our 

personal experiences in the composition classroom and processed through our 

collective reflections, to be read in terms of two key problematics: difference and 

authority. (298, emphasis added) 

What Sciachitano terms "problematics" I call "transcendent terms"—they are the terms that 

transform the seven jangling voices of the symposium into a unified dialogue. But it's 

important here to realize that these terms were arrived at by the research team; the lenses 

they provide enable the researchers to recognize and foreground difference and thereby 

examine critically the roots of student resistance. Furthermore, these terms help the 

researchers question their own authorial positions as teachers within the overlapping 

contexts of being mothers, graduate students, tenured professors, women of color, etc. 

My theory of reading, however, requires that readers, like the researchers 

themselves, undergo a similar process of transformation, that they unify those jangling 

voices in such a way that they collaborate in the meaning making process. Such a 

collaboration will not only enable readers to make sense out of fragmented texts, but it will 

also teach them something about themselves as readers. I can remember the first time I 

read this symposium. It was in spring 1994 and I was coming off my sixth semester 
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teaching first-year composition as a graduate student Although I have never been "overtly 

feminist" in my classroom, I have at times dropped clues that my students were quick 

enough to detect and condemn in my end of the semester evaluations. One such evaluation, 

written by a male student whose handwriting I recognized, read, "I swear, if I had to listen 

to any more of her feminist propaganda, I would have smacked her in the mouth." I can 

remember placing that evaluation back in the envelope beneath a stack of unread ones, 

going to my favorite teacher's office, and crying. When I read this symposium a few years 

later, I was empowered by it Here were feminist teachers who celebrated student 

resistance, who, instead of crying over it, saw it as a necessary first step toward change. I 

thought perhaps, just perhaps, I too could be the feminist teachers they were. 

Now it's a year later.^' I'm coming off my eighth semester teaching first-year 

composition and I still have yet to come out as a feminist in my classroom. From applying 

my theory of reading to my rereading of the symposium, I'm beginning to understand the 

roots of my own resistance to feminist pedagogy, and the transcendent term that afforded 

me this insight is first. The term is introduced in Sciachitano's essay, where she gives 

brief biographies of each researcher and observes that many of them are, in some sense, 

non-traditional students; several of them are older, returning to graduate school after having 

families and/or careers outside the home; several of them are younger women, the first in 

their family "to pursue a graduate degree or academic career" (298). In the margin next to 

this line, I see an asterisk and my words; That's me. 

I come from a well-educated, white, middle-class family, and on my mother's side 

of the family there are at least three lawyers that I can think of. But there are no PhDs, no 

academics, no scholars. I am the first to travel this path, and I realize now that words like 

qualifying exams and comprehensives, words that can leave me weak-kneed, mean nothing 

to my family. When I told my mom I passed my quals and that I needed to start preparing 

for comps, there was a brief silence and then 1 heard her words come over the phone line. 
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"Oh. Gcxxl. That's good. So you'll be finished soon, then?" Finished? Finished  ̂ But 

my god! There's still actually taking the comps, and then there's the dissertation and—one 

does hope—the job search. "Well, yeah, I guess," I muttered. I'm not quite sure what I 

expected, perhaps a congratulations of a greater magnitude, but I realize now that what is 

normal for me—a normal day, a normal conversation, a normal read—is alien to my family, 

as I'm sure their lives are to me. Feeling isolated and alienated from those who were for so 

long the ones closest to me—that's what I regret most about being 

The next five speakers in the symposium—Hayes, Farris, Eichhom, Power-Stubbs, 

and Jarratt—invoke my transcendent term in similar ways, for all of them reflect on their 

experiences adopting an overtly feminist classroom strategy for the first time. They 

struggle with their students' reactions and their own responses to those reactions. Powers-

Stubbs, a first-time teacher, worries about not having enough power in her classroom; 

tenured professor Susan Jarratt realizes that at times she invokes too much power. As I 

read, I see myself—a relatively new teacher and a graduate student—identifying more with 

Powers-Stubbs and wondering if I will ever get over my fears and actually teach a feminist 

class. I feel like a coward, a feminist who is not being true to her principles. And as I mull 

over Hernandez's closing essay, I find her solution to the problems posed by a feminist 

classroom unsettling on what feels like a deep and personal level. She says that we need to 

see struggle as the first sign that our pedagogy is working, to view the feminist classroom 

as a space that sustains differences by holding them in oi^x>sing kinds of tension. I want 

to believe her; I even help her argument along by imagining the classroom as a kind of 

contact zone, a necessarily uncomfortable place where both diversity and conflict can 

thrive. 

But my discomfort remains and so I turn to my transcendent term, which I see has 

transformed itself from first into first sign and I think I realize what's happening. For me, 

Hernandez's rhetoric of struggle is problematic. For me, tension and struggle are not 
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always the first signs that something is working. Instead, for me, a survivor of violence, 

tension and struggle—what I often bodily experience as that pit at the bottom of my 

stomach, a knife that wrenches through my guts—are not positive and productive signs but 

are instead clues that I should run; taken together tension and struggle build a big neon sign 

flashing a message that I ignore at my peril: "You are not safe here." 1 think again on my 

student's words: I would have smacked her in the mouth. And I know, I mean I really 

know, that there have been times in my classroom when my personal safety has been 

threatened. So I return to the voices in the symposium, aware like never before how my 

experiences as a woman have formed my identity as a teacher, and I begin to question the 

research team's critique of the classroom as a place that privileges only an atmosphere of 

safety. I realize that, if I don't feel safe, I can't teach. And I wonder if my students, in 

order to learn, need to feel safe, too. I remember then something Hayes said about that 

troublesome student, Al; 

Al did not change his mind about very many things. The woman who worked with 

him on a collaborative paper seemed uncomfortable throughout the process and 

absolutely miserable at our conference at the end of the project, and she was never 

able to articulate her feelings in his presence. (3(B) 

What must it have been like for that woman to have to work with a publicly identified sexist 

like Al? Were their differences held in a productive tension that benefited them both? I 

begin to think that perhaps in privileging difference, we ignore how people might act out 

those differences. I pcnder how I might make my classroom a place that is safe enough so 

that tension and struggle can be productive. I am stirprised to find that I—a feminist and a 

writing teacher—am seeking ways to reclaim words like safety, nurturance, trust, and I am 

wondering how a safe classroom space can foster-not silence-a rhetoric of dissensus. 
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Case Two: "Toward Hearing the Impossible: A Multigenre Revision of Robert Connors' 

"Teaching and Learning As a Man 

To examine how an ultimate perspective is arrived at in my own multigenre revision 

of Robert Connors' essay, a revision that is itself an attempt to write the kind of feminist 

research I've been advocating throughout this chapter, I begin by recognizing the various 

positions of the voices speaking throughout My voice as researcher opens the essay, as I 

begin by contextualizing the interviewees' responses and explaining that my hope is "to 

give voice to the emotional silences in the Connors' essay." The next voice belongs to 

John, the poet, who speaks a few of these silences as he explains how his own troubled 

relationship with his father caused him, as a student, to distrust male mentor figures and 

how he sees this same distrust, which takes form in the refusal to listen, existing within his 

own male students. Scott's voice follows, with a rambling discussion of what he perceives 

to be Connors' simultaneous sincerity as a writing teacher and his inadequacies as a 

feminist theorist While he takes issue with some of Connors' generalizations regarding 

male and female students, he does agree that male teaches and students disconnect on what 

he terms "the testosterone level," and how these disconnections make it difficult to discuss 

"effeminate" subjects like poetry. Todd then steps forward and gives voice to his 

discomfort with Connors' assumption that mentoring ought to be written into the 

curriculum. He is suspicious of this type of "touchy-feely" maneuvering and argues on the 

basis of personal experience that the best mentoring relationships are founded on academic-

-not emotional-connections, and that these sorts of relationships emerge naturally within 

the context of an academic course. 

The essay breaks, and I emerge not as researcher but instead as a woman at home 

alone, writing in her journal and marveling at the "respect and seriousness" with which the 

men treated her work. I feel touched by their willingness to open up to me, and I write of 

my connection with John and the sadness I felt over our shared experiences growing up 
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with inaccessible, absent fathers. Another space break follows, zind John returns, this time 

speaking of his reluctance to mentor male students because he doesnU have enough time. 

Tony then speaks for the first time, also giving voice to his discomfort mentoring male 

students, how he struggles with the "weight of that responsibility." He speaks touchingly 

of his relationship with a lonely student from Minnesota who wrote pxswerful essays about 

his troubled relationship with an abusive father. Like John, Tony is worried about time 

and students crossing boundaries in uncomfortable, intrusive ways. Scott follows, with a 

story about a male student who was "lashing out" in class because he was so terrified of the 

transition into college. Scott reports that this student needed to be told to "grow up," 

something Scott-as-teacher feels nervous about having said, but nevertheless feels was the 

right thing to do, as the student "took writing more seriously after we talked." 

Following another space break, my journal voice returns, this time speaking of 

feeling love for Tony's honest revelation of struggle and pain. In the next section, the men 

reflect on their own relationship with male mentor figures. Scott admits: "I don't like men 

much" and reports that, while he maintains relationships with former women professors, 

he feels "no sense of urgency to keep in touch with the guys." Paul then speaks for the 

first time, reflecting on his complex relationship with his father, who is both enthusiastic 

mentor and harsh, judgmental critic. I break the narrative line of the essay yet again with a 

metadiscursive comment regarding my pull toward complicated, messy texts and Paul's 

observation that this "pull" is about my attraction to men who can't commit 

What follows then is my reflection on a literacy autobiography I wrote while 

enrolled in a graduate seminar called Essentials of Reading and Writing. The piece 

follows, and although it professes to be about revisicxi and silence, it is also about the 

embarrassment I used to feel and often still feel over "exposing secrets" and making myself 

and my emotions known—both to others and especially to myself. I can write of loneliness 

and violence only from a removed, detached perspective. The intimacy is limited and 
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temporary. Throughout there is an absence of feeling, of action, and most profoundly of 

memory. 

I follow my literacy autobiography with another space break and the voices of 

John, Tony, and Paul, all three of whom describe their yearning and need for male 

guidance, and the lack of it in their lives. They speak of pain and depression growing up, 

fmding outlets in sports, drugs, and violence, and the unmet need that someone recognize 

and take seriously their unhappiness. I follow this section with a self-authored poem that 

describes my relationship growing up with a suicidal brother whose pain was largely 

ignored and how I've since learned that I'm not special anymore, and that peiliaps I never 

was—because pain is ordinary, and it is our failure to acknowledge that fact that fuels 

despair. 

My revision of Connors' essay closes with another metadiscursive comment, which 

describes what's been happening between me and the male teachers since the interviews 

concluded. They maintain connection with me by leaving me notes, related articles, 

essays, and short stories. Other men not initially interviewed begin to seek me out, 

stopping me in the English department hallway and telling me they'd like to talk, too. 

To arrive at a unifying, transcendent term, recall that Bailee indicates it usually 

resides implicitly in the beginning and it is only made explicit after all obscurities are 

washed away. Because I as researcher have the last word, it is tempting to assume that it is 

me who makes the term explicit, and to assume that term to be connection-mort 

specifically, my desirability as agent of connection —a move that would position my voice 

over those of my collabcxators and my other selves by making me "special" again. I resist 

this term because I no longer want to be the one who saves men in pain by connecting them 

to the world. While being special enabled me to survive as a child, to connect with a 

brother whom I so desperately needed, it proves to be a dysfunctional term for a woman 
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seeking healthy, intimate relationships with men. So I give up connection and reread my 

revised essay, looking for a transcendent term I can live with. 

When I go back to read the beginning of the essay, I realize that the endnote, which 

includes a copy of the initial memo I sent out to male writing teachers asking them to 

participate in my study, is actually the essay's "beginning," for it is here that my 

Q:anscendent term takes root. The memo's tone, in its attempt to be rhetorically persuasive, 

is flirtatious. Although I wasn't conscious of it at the time (I thought I was just being 

funny), I use sex to appeal to these men, almost all of them single and heterosexual. The 

tone gets more complex when I give the men a list of responses they can "check off," 

indicating their interest in participating. One such response, which ironically mimics the 

voice of a man threatened by feminists "like me," reads: 

This is a feminist plot of some sort You secretly hate that Connors essay and want 

to trap me somehow. I need to know more before I can 6eH«»(agree to read and 

talk about his essay. Call/email me at 

By putting commit under erasure, I'm using flirtatious irony to forge a bond with each 

respondent: We both know that men are often "accused" by women of being afraid to 

commit; we both know that this is especially true of men who equate commitment and 

"trap." My ironic tone enables me to position myself as something other than an "angry 

feminist," an identity I worked hard to avoid, as I needed the men to allow me to interview 

them." Interestingly, only one of the interviewees actually checked this response, but he 

did so in a way that returned the ironic volley; next to his home phone number he wrote, 

"'cause every chick should get my number (ha! ha!)" Another respcmdent wrote, "cute," 

next to the response, and another called me at home to say my memo was, "fucking 

hilarious, especially the part about commit" 

With 60mm«^in mind as a potential transcendent term, I read through the first three 

male voices in my multigenre revision. Through their interview responses, I see the 



168 

different ways they strive and struggle to connect with men. For John, his own past 

difficulties relating to older men facilitates his connection with younger men. For Scott, 

positioning himself more as a student than a "man of wisdom" in the classroom helps him 

connect with students who might feel alienated by the course subject matter. For Todd, 

teacher-student connections are best made in a non-emotional context, one that foregrounds 

shared academic interests. After reading these passages, I see two new key terms 

emerging—j/TMggfe and connection—zcoA I wonder how they work with and against the 

complexities of commit. 

Then it hits me. Cwwffirt signifies the struggle to forge and maintain connection, 

even when connection is that which is most desired. I had spent so much time focusing on 

how these solitary men connected with me during the interviews that I failed to notice the 

disconnections that were present throughout For example, while these teachers are moved 

to connect with their students, they are also made uncomfortable by the expectations and 

demands of that connection. They worry about time, about becoming too much of a 

"friend" and not enough of a teacher, about founding a relationship on forced emotion 

rather than on academic respect As I track the struggles created by (dis)connections 

throughout the piece, I also notice how I recreated those struggles by the way I structured 

the different voices. Compelling personal stories are juxtaposed with more distanced 

theorizing about the role of the writing teacher; worries about not feeling up to the 

responsibilities of mentoring are followed by moving examples of mentoring-in-progress. 

And my own voice flows in and out of the interview passages in (dis)connected ways. I 

silence my voice as interviewer, but I choose to include myself as journal writer. I realize 

that, while I was obviously deeply moved by the interviewees' expressicms of personal 

honesty, I could not bring myself to tell them in person; instead, I went home and wrote 

about it in my journal, a "{Hivate** place that I felt compelled to make public in the 

multigenre revision. This move to expose previously private and potentially embarrassing 
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emotion to a removed audience, one not intimately involved in the project, parallels my 

decision to include my literacy autobiography, with its childhood diary entries and 

memories, as part of the essay but not as part of a letter sent home. 

Thus, when «0mm^is tracked throughout my essay, I see how all the research 

participants both yearn to connect and struggle with the consequences of that connection 

made real. The structure of the revision matches the rhythms of intimacy. People with 

whom we desire connection will inevitably separate out, and that separation will bring 

ordinary pain. The transcendent term, then, revealed by this unified dialogue is 

relationship, which gathers all the others--sex, connection, commitment, struggle, 

friendship, and pain-under its wing, and reminds us that a relational rhetoric can not side

step the darkness, no matter how much we might yearn for it to do so. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

VULNERABLE WRITERS AT WORK 

In "Sideshadowing Teacher Response," Nancy Welch challenges a fundamental 

assumption in composition classes, namely, that '*the student is the writer, the teacher is the 

reader; the student composes, and the teacher comments" (375). Instead, Welch argues 

that writing teachers need to find ways to sittiate their comments within an ongoing 

conversation, one that begins long before drafts are handed in for teacher comment More 

specifically, Welch contrasts the function of teacher comments that foreshadow versus 

those that sideshadow. According to Welch, foreshadowing comments, due to their 

institutional weight, announce an inevitable future that the teacher has seen and the student 

has yet to glimpse. As such, these kinds of comments, while meeting the "human desire 

for a knowable future" (383), limit the possible futures of a given draft 

For Welch, the challenge of positioning the teacher's voice as one among many 

thus necessitates a different narrative device, one that, unlike foreshadowing, redirects our 

attention away from a "predetermined future" (377) and toward "the present moments, its 

multiple conflicts, its multiple possibilities" (377). Drawing on the narrative theory of 

Gary Morson, Welch explains how, within the context of a composition class, 

sideshadowing "can multiply the stories we tell about a draft, what its realit}' is, what its 

future might be, by calling on students to initiate, to extend, a marginal conversation with 

their writing" (377). Such an approach "disrupts the pattern of student-composes-and-

teacher-conunents" and "draws students into considering the competing discourses, cultural 

norms, conflicting intentions, and textual ideals that shape and unsh^qje a draft" (377). For 

Welch, sideshadowing is not limited to choosing one possible future over another; rather, it 

involves resisting "foreshadowing and its working to excise surplus long enough to take 

that surplus into fuller account" (383). 
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Thus, in Welch's courses, students leam strategies for writing back to their own 

drafts in ways that encourage them to confront the competing realities that exist within 

them. Instead of writing marginal commentary that influences students to follow a given 

trajectory, one that she has defined as being particularly important, Welch invites her 

students to stay with and explore the possibilities of the current draft by writing comments 

back to themselves. Her job, then, becomes one of reading these comments and using 

them as springboards for her own, of offering comments that refrain from identifying the 

one pursuable "good idea" but instead consider the implications of the ideas that challenge 

it, the very ideas that would, in fact, be cut if revision were defined as a process of deleting 

extraneous surplus for the sake of a coherent future. 

Like Welch, I am interested in developing textual strategies that work against 

(re)readings that silence possible alternatives in the name of coherence or inevitability. 

Throughout this dissertation, I've discussed how a revisionary rhetoric honors that place of 

stepping back and granting fuller listening to possible alternatives, those imagined by self 

and others. In this ch^ter I explain the underiying assumptions that informed my teaching 

of a writing course designed to do just that. I also describe course assignments and analyze 

students' writing in response to those assignments in order to demonstrate how teachers 

can help their students stay with their drafts long enough to hear and leam from their 

multiple, often competing, realities. 

The design for such a course first took root in fall 1996 when I was enrolled in a 

rhetoric/composition graduate seminar titled, ''Fundamental Controversies in Rhetoric and 

Composition." In my first weekly response paper for that class, where I was to identify 

and track a fundamental controversy in the field, I wrote the following short paper 
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Reading-to-Write vs. Writing-to-Rea± 

Teaching Reading in a Writing Classroom 

The impetus for my fundamental controversy comes from my own teaching 

experience. In the last few semesters, I've come to realize that I don't overtly, or 

explicitly, teach reading in my writing classroom. I assign readings and journal 

assignments (designed to focus the students' reading and to ensure that the readings get 

read), the class discusses them, and then the students use the texts and the thinking they've 

done about the texts to help them write their papers. In short, I've been using reading as a 

way to get to writing without exploring—or teaching—the ways of reading. Recently, I've 

been rethinking my "implicit" approach to the teaching of reading, mostly because 1 keep 

hearing myself and my colleagues say things like, "my students are lousy readers." In fact, 

just a few days ago, a colleague of mine who is currently teaching 102 voiced my distress 

when she said, "How can I get them to write critically about what they read when they 

don't even understand what they read?" 

At first glance, the answer to her question might seem obvious (and, in fact, this is 

the solution she proposed): Our students need to do more—and better—close readings. But 

what does it mean to "read a text closely"? Contemporary rhetorical theories challenge a 

formalist notion of close reading, arguing that a text is not a "finished product," a thing that 

a reader encounters in order to uncover or discover the author's (hidden) meaning. 

Instead, reader-response theorists contend that texts only exist when readers construct 

them. Such a notion of reading demands that we see readers as people who do more than 

encounter a text; they must also speak to it, engage in conversation with it, be transformed 

by it Viewed in this light, then, teaching reading necessitates something more than giving 

students questions that ask them to summarize a text's thesis, for doing so merely asks 
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them to reproduce a text, not be changed by it Furthermore, teaching students the "how-

to's" of reading—previewing, outlining, highlighting, annotating main points and 

definitions—isn't good enough, either. Again, such concrete strategies, while necessary, 

do not ensure that the students' readings will transcend mere comprehension. 

Contemporary rhetorical theories thus problematize the teaching of reading in a writing 

classroom, calling on writing teachers to rhetorically situate the act of reading just as they 

do the act of writing. In this piece I will begin doing just that by examining how three 

contemporary composition textbooks (published between 1992 and 1995) define the role of 

reading in the writing classroom. In doing so, my goals are to: (1) examine how the 

textbooks implicitly define the purpose of a composition course; (2) analyze how that 

purpose generates two distinct approaches to using reading in a writing classroom; and (3) 

identify future avenues of inquiry. 

Why Teach Writing (and Reading) Nowl 

In three contemporary composition textbooks/readers—the Lives of Others 

(1995); Rereading America (1992); and Conversations (1994)—the editors explain in their 

prefaces that their goal is to foster critical thinking and active learning. Specifically, they 

contend that their anthologies promote reading and writing as social, cultural practices, and 

that student learners can best become critical thinkers by reading and writing dialogically 

aiKi rhetorically. That is, the editors claim that students become critical thinkers when they 

read and write for a specific purpose—to join an ongoing scholarly and socially relevant 

conversation by taking a stand both while they read and as they write. For Bartholomae 

and Petrosky (^Reading), rhetorical and dialogic reading translates into students risking their 

own interpretation of a work and then taking respcMsibility for that interpretation. For 

Colombo, et al. {Rereading), critical thinking and active learning begin when students 

maintain a simultaneously open, receptive, and yet skeptical attitude toward the readings. 
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questioning each author's assumptions while entertaining their unique point-of-view. For 

Selzer (Conversations), students dialogue with a text when they read not only to 

understand the what, but also the how—the tactics the author uses to persuade his/her 

audience. 

All three sets of editors argue that students who critically read and actively learn are 

better able to speak with authority and to challenge cultural assumptions, to question 

"givens," and to recognize contradictions both within the texts and in their lives. Thus, all 

three texts implicitly assume that the purpose of a composition classroom is to promote 

critical thinking in order to facilitate cultural critique: 

The idea, in other words, was not to introduce the work of the academy but to put it 

in relation with the larger cultural project of thinking about how we think about 

the world. (BartholomaeandPetrosky x); 

The issues raised here help students link their personal experiences with broader 

cultural perspectives and lead students to analyze, or 'read,' the cultural forces that 

have shaped and continue to shape their lives. (Colombo et al. v); 

Conversations contains ccnversations: public discourse on contemporary issues 

that is calculated to engage students' interests, to encourage and empower their own 

contributions to contemporary discourse (Selzer vii) 

Two Cultural Studies Approaches to Using Reading 

Given the purpose of the contemporary composition classroom, it's easy to see 

why reading for information, and even the formalist's quest for authorial intent, no longer 

suffices. Indeed, in the modem comp class, students are being asked to read texts in order 

to reread themselves, their attitudes, their beliefs, their worids. As such, composition 

teachers are not so much interested in teaching reading as they are in using reading~a 
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particular kind of reading (both as noun and as verb)—to promote cultural critique. Or, as 

David Bartholomae and Anthony Petrosky explain, more important than what students read 

is "what they can learn to do with what they read" (v). 

Using Reading as a Noun: Reading-to-Write 

In Rereading America and Conversations, the editors assume that students will be 

better able to think critically (that is, engage in cultural critique) if they use readings as 

springboards for thinking about socially relevant issues and then formulate their own 

positions in writing. As such, each student's writing is a way both to reflect on her own 

cultural identity and to contribute to the ongoing social and public conversation. To 

facilitate this use of readings, the editors of both texts arrange a variety of genres according 

to thematic contemporary issues. For example, in Rereading America, some of the textual 

categories include "Money and Success: The Myth of Individual Identity," "Nature and 

Technology: The Myth of Progress," and "Women and Men in Relationship: Myths of 

Gender." Similarly, in Conversations, categories for readings include; "Education," 

"Language," and "Gender." Because each text is arranged to include diverse and 

sometimes contradictory viewpoints, students read and then realize that most human 

experiences are complex and defy simple black-and-white binaries. Indeed the average 

number of pieces under any one category in each text is seven, thereby dispelling the 

reductive pro/con mentality so many first-year students bring with them to the writing 

classroom. In both texts, the editors assume that students will think more critically about 

an issue-and their relationship to it-only after they read and think about what a multitude 

of others have to say about that issue. As such, the editors assume that critical writing 

follows critical reading, and that shorter, multiple essays that debate an issue do the best 

job of providing a meaningful context out of which critical writing can emerge. 



Using Reading as a Verb: Wiiting-to-Read 

Bartholomae and Petrosky's text differs from the previous two in that it privileges 

reading (the verb) over readings (the noun). That is, instead of including a multitude of 

shorter pieces arranged around a common, controversial theme, Bartholomae and Petrosky 

include only six essays in their anthology, but these pieces are considerably longer and 

more complex than the pieces anthologized in Rereading America and Conversations. For 

example, three of the essays they include are: Clifford Geertz's "Deep Hay: Notes on the 

Balinese Cockfight," Patricia Nelson Limerick's "Closing the Frontier and Opening 

Western History," and Mary Louise Pratt's "Arts of the Contact Zone." And unlike the 

previous two sets of editors, who contend that critical writing follows critical readings, this 

one asserts that critical reading begins with critical writing. As Bartholomae and Petrosky 

explain in their introduction: 

Readers learn to put things together by writing. It is not something you can do, at 

least not to any degree, while you are reading. It requires that you work on what 

you have read, and that work best takes shape when you sit down to write.... 

[W]riting gives you a way of going back to work on the text you have read (2). 

By conceptualizing writing as a way to read and reread, the editors advocate a particular 

kind of readerly attitude, one where writers-as-readers construct textual interpretations 

rather than uncover them. This process of dialoguing with a text and risking an 

interpretation of it, Bartholomae and Petrosky argue, is what ultimately makes the reader-

writer an active and responsible speaker in public discourse. The editors thus imply that 

there is more to cultural critique than just getting students to read and write critically about 

themselves and their world; they must also be held accountable for those contributions. 

The editors suggest that writing teachers can best promote this type of ethical 

posture by requiring students to read and make sense of difficult and challenging essays 

that defy neat and easy interpretations. Such essays, like those included in their anthology. 
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are "striking, surprising, sometimes troubling" (3); their form and content cannot be easily 

summarized; their length and complexity demand time, energy, concentration, writing, 

rereading, work. Bartholomae and Petrosky thus imply that a certain kind of text-

regardless of the issue it addresses—demands critical writing in order to arrive at a 

meaningful and critical reading. By enacting this recursive process—reading, writing, 

rereading—students construct their own interpretations of a text, interpretations they must 

claim responsibility for because they had to work so hard to make them. 

What Next? Future Avenues of Inquiry 

For my final paper, I would like to continue with what I start in this piece, and 

argue that contemporary notions of using reading as a way into cultural critique, especially 

that described by Bartholomae and Petrosky, demand that we rethink the kinds of essay 

assignments and evaluative criteria we use in composition classes. For example, if "good" 

essays make readers work in "good" and "meaningful" ways, then should we be requiring 

our students to write "clearly identifiable" thesis statements in their own essays? Should 

we require multiple p^rs, or one long, extended academic project? Essentially, the 

question is: Do students need to write the kinds of texts they read, or is simply reading and 

rereading them—through writing—good enough? 

Although I never actually wrote that final paper for the graduate seminar (I ended up 

writing something about how disruptions in writing and in life inspire our most meaningful 

revisions), my final questions nevertheless stayed with me, influencing my thinking if only 

from the back burner. I see now how much I was persuaded by Bartholomae and 

Petrosky, how I wanted to create a class where the hard work of reading was tied tightly to 

the chadlenge of writing responsibly. In the response paper for my graduate seminar, I see 

myself viewing the reading/writing connection as more than jargon, but as just that—a 
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connection, a relationship between a person who writes and a person who reads. 1 see 

myself coming to the idea that this relationship is healthiest, that is, it permits the most 

growth for all, when each speaker commits to the struggle of keeping the conversation 

going, when each speaker works to create a gap out of which the other can respond. When 

a writer rereads his own writing in order to write again, that "other" is himself. To study 

revision, then, is to glimpse how we relate to ourselves and, by extension, each other. 

Background and Context 

At the University of Arizona, English 102 is a second-semester writing course that 

most students take in their first year. While English 101 introduces students to rhetorical 

analysis, research and documentation, and argumentation, English 102 continues to 

develop these skills as students closely read and respond to a variety of texts. Determined 

to make the reading/writing connection explicit for the first time as a teacher, I decided to 

teach accessible deconstructionist reading strategies that the class would apply to every text, 

including my syllabus and course hand-outs, assigned readings, peers' drafts as well as 

students' own writing. 

From the beginning—that is, before I had even met my students and was instead involved in 

the task of designing a workable syllabus~l foregrounded what I believe to be the relational 

qualities of a revisionary rhetoric, where speakers and listeners, writers and readers, are forever 

bound in a human struggle to communicate, to connect, and to endure conflicts with patience and 

nonviolence. My syllbaus opens with these two epigraphs: 

[This book] operates on the miso-philanthropic assumption that getting along is one devil 

of a difficult task, but that, in the last analysis, we should all want to get along with people 

(and do want to). -Kenneth Burke, Attitudes Toward History 

[WJhether one is constructing a self or studying a culture, one must confront the sheer 

necessity for acquiring a kind of multi-vocal fluency, an ability to hear things previously 
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shut out or ignored, to attend to matters that might otherwise be overlooked or dismissed as 

irrelevant, to accept, in effect, the fact that learning to speak in such a way that one gets 

heard is a lifelong project that involves, perhaps paradoxically, first learning how to listen 

better to others." —Richard Miller, The Nervous System" 

Later, under the heading "Course Description," 1 practice revisionary rhetoric by acknowledging 

my partial world views, my assumptions, and making myself vulnerable by noting that my 

assumptions are incomplete and are, in fact, up for grabs; 

English 102 is generally defined as a course in analyzing and writing about a variety of 

texts (see your Student's Guide, p. 98, for a more complete description). In my class I 

translate that general definition into the following (incomplete) set of assumptions: 

• reading and writing are recursive processes; You can only write about a text when 

you've read it well; you must write in order to read well; 

• reading well means reading critically; it means that you don't passively accept the 

position of another but rather thai you actively work to discover and analyze hidden 

assumptions-, reading critically means that you abandon the idea that a published text is 

"good" because it's published. Instead, I argue that aU texts—yours, the ones in the 

anthologies, this syllabus written by me—are a part of a larger, cultural conversation. Our 

job as readers and writers is to find a way to enter that conversation and contribute to it 

Sometimes that 'Vay in" will be disagreement, but not always; 

• critical reading is critical interpretation. There are no "right" readings in the sense that 

any text has one, single, universal meaning. There are only responsible readings. (More 

later.); 

• you can become better critical readers by learning some theories and practices of critical 

reading; I will teach them to you and ask you to apply them to every text we read in this 
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class. By "apply" I mean that we'll discuss them in class and you'll use them as you write 

and revise your essays as well as when you critically read and respond to drafts written by 

your peers; 

• critical readers need critical writers and vice versa. Translated: We need each other in 

this class. We need to find ways to listen to each other even when {especially whenl) we 

disagree. Practicing critical reading can be uncomfortable. 

• with my guidance and the support of your classmates, you can handle reading, writing 

about, and analyzing challenging (difficult!) texts and ideas; 

• our culture desperately needs your generation to become belter critical readers. (What 

do you think about this one?) 

On the first day of class, I asked students to write down their goals for the course, 

what they need from me, each other, and themselves in order to achieve those goals, and 

what they fear most about writing. (See Appendix B.) As they were writing, I took roll 

and learned their first names. I then read over the syllabus, asking them to edit 

incorrections with me (I had made one typo and accidentally included the wrong attendance 

policy). 1 also read over my assumptions with them, emphasizing their partial nature and 

encouraging them to help me revise and rethink them over the course of the term. The 

twenty-four students were largely European-American, between the ages of 18 and 20. 

One student was Japanese American; one was from South Africa; another was Deaf. 

Approximately 46 percent were women. Most came from middle-class urban and suburban 

backgrounds, but they varied widely in their educational and career goals. They had all 

completed one semester of composition and were enrolled in the required second-semester 

course. 

The structure of the course was as follows: Writing assignments included eighteen 

response papers to assigned readings (RRs), three major out-of-class essays, with two 
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rough drafts required for each, one midterm essay exam, and one final essay exam. For 

my purposes I will focus on the last major essay assignment, the reader-response/self-

reflection piece, which I will discuss later in this essay. However, it is important to 

recognize how the earlier writing assignments led up to the final piece. All of the response 

papers asked students to "critically read" (a term discussed in class and described below) 

the assigned text, which could be an anthologized essay, a peer's rough draft, or a 

classroom situation. In this way the students applied the same critical reading strategies to 

all of the texts published for and by the class. Their response papers were thus the written 

versions of their attempts to read critically. 

Classroom activities and assignments were founded on the postmodern assumption 

that reading is an act of interpretation, an assimiption that invites students to surrender their 

New Critical conditioning and their belief that texts are self-contained wholes. Instead, 

early in the course I asked them to claim authority as readers-as interpreters, to participate 

in the making of meaning rather than uncover it As Richard Beach discusses, readers 

actively participate in the making of meaning by bringing their knowledge of textual 

conventions to all their readings. They fill in textual gaps—those spaces where a writer 

leaves things unsaid—based on their past experiences. Furthermore, a reader's 

psychological, social, and cultural subject positions also influence the ways in which she 

constructs meaning. Focusing on the cultural context within which reading occurs, 

Kathleen McCormick challenges cognitivist theories that describe the reader as an isolated 

individual. Such theories, she argues, lead to positivistic views of reading and 

interpretation; Reading becomes a universal process of acquiring a hierarchy of skills, a 

mental rather than a social process. Furtheirnore, when students are schooled to think of 

reading in these terms, they limit themselves to "comprehending" the text's true meaning 

rather than constructing it This kind of distinction reflects an objectivist view of 

knowledge-making, which argues that a text has a "right" inteipretaticm and students need 
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to leam how to uncover it McCormick's cultural model of reading argues instead that 

readers negotiate meaning with texts, that they become more critical and active readers 

when they realize that both texts and their responses to them are culturally constructed. 

Thus, when students are encouraged to view texts as things that are made rather than 

revealed, students can better include their voice in the ongoing conversation. According to 

McCormick, readers are therefore socially constructed but not without agency—they can 

write back. And in their writing back, they express a multiplicity of views, a cacophony of 

voices that blend with, complicate, and enhance textual meaning. 

A second and related assumption informing my postmodern writing classroom is 

that texts are cultural constructions. That is, they are products of specific, cultural contexts 

rather than timeless, unified wholes. To make this theory accessible to my students, I 

brought Legos to the second class period and asked three student volunteers to build 

something. Ted, an engineering major, built a complicated, detailed airplane. Melanie built 

a piano. And Marie built... what? I couldn't really tell. In front of my students, I picked 

up her construction and began taking it apart, talking aloud about my confusion and my 

attempts to make it mean something to me. I asked questions; I began to identify 

something that looked like a dog; I spoke about my love for dogs. My purpose was to get 

my students to see that texts-both the ones they read and they ones they write-can and in 

fact should be taken apart Rather than view texts as sacred wholes, I wanted them to see 

how I as the reader of the thing, whatever it was, was actively drawing on my past 

experiences—and the inevitable biases and assumptions those experiences hold—to my 

interpretation. 

I selected the third Lego construction, the cne whose meaning was not readily 

available to me, because I wanted my students to see that critical reading and writing 

usually involve work; meaning won't simply "fall out" of the text More radically, a 

Derridean notion offered by David Kaufer and Gary Waller argues that writing is reading 



183 

because in a postmodern world, language flows endlessly. To get at this supplemental 

relationship, I assigned the introductory chapter of Reading the Lives of Others, in which 

the authors adopt a postmodern position and argue that reading and writing are interactive 

processes and that the recursivity of these processes is what enables readers to make 

meaning. More specifically, they argue that readers need to write in order to read well; they 

need to reread a text through the lens of their own writing, their own risk at interpretation. 

By engaging in these recursive processes, students realize more fully that all texts, 

including their own, are cultural constructions; They are made, not bom. Furthermore, 

Bartholomae and Petrosky argue that for students to feel this recursivity, to learn from it, 

they must be required to read long and complex texts, texts that defy easy summary and 

unified interpretations. Instead, the authors advocate that teachers assign challenging texts 

that leave the reader with some hard work to do. The challenge to work to make meaning, 

to fill in gaps, is what motivates students to read, write, reread, revise. The authors also 

link responsibility to the challenge of interpretation. That is, by assigning complex texts, 

teachers can foreground the feasibility of multiple interpretations without having to 

succumb to relativist, "anything goes" kinds of thinking. Hather, readers are more likely to 

accept responsibility for their interpretations when they've had to work so hard to build 

them. It's this kind of reader responsibility, where readers own their interpretations as 

their own, as well as try to understand how and why they've made them, that I tried to 

foster in my 102 classroom. 

These two postmodern assumptions—that readers produce meaning and that readers 

ought to be assigned complex tasks that demand intense meaning-making-informed my 

postmodern reading/writing pedagogy. First, they influenced the kinds of texts I assigned 

to my students that semester, opting for longer, more complicated pieces~both fiction and 

nonfiction—than shorter and often anthologized pieces. Early in the course, I explained to 

my students that I wanted them to read to find a g^ out of which to respond. I asked them 
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to continue the cultural conversation by acknowledging the writer's position and then 

contributing a perspective that somehow enhances and complicates that position. The first 

half of this task demanded that my students risk interpretations of texts that could be and in 

fact were read in several, often competing ways. Because "right" readings were not 

expected, students were instead challenged to own their readings by citing the texts, 

explaining their interpretations, and situating their responses in relation to themselves as 

readers. For example, one of my students that term wrote a provocative in response to an 

essay titled "Seduction and Betrayal" by bell hooks. His first draft resorted to name-calling 

and charges of reverse racism and refused to acknowledge hooks's argument. In 

conference we talked about how his strategies weren't doing much to continue the cultural 

conversation. "How might you response to her in a way that she might hear?" I asked. In 

his first revision, this student talked about his experiences as a young, white male, the 

ways in which he is stereotyped in different settings and how he often feels as if he can't 

critique the positions of people of color because he fears being called a racist. In this 

revision I saw how my student moved from a reactive, judgmental stance to a more 

vulnerable and situated one; he began to locate his reaction to hooks within a personal and 

cultural context that helps explain why he felt so strongly that she was wrong. While this 

student's final version still had a way to go toward recognizing hooks's position, in it he 

began to realize, through his own struggles with revision, that texts emerge from specific 

social contexts and that analyzing one or more of those contexts is a legitimate, productive 

way to contribute to the ongoing conversation. 

In defining "critcal reading stratgies" for my students, I drew heavily on theories of 

deconstruction, which Sharon Crowley has defined as a "set of rules for reading" (A 

Teacher's 1), or a process of "[r]eading texts in order to rewrite them" (A Teacher's 9). 

This rewriting results when a text through its writer gives voice "to that which has been 

systematically silenced" (A Teacher's 9), the second, nonpriveleged term in any given 
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binary. In order to indendfy and interrogate binaries, James Berlin explains that students 

must first learn to locate key terms and place them in a meanigful context After these 

hierachies are established, students can then examine ccMitradictions that expose the ways in 

which cultural codes construct the supposedly "natural" relationship between two 

appraently opposing terms. Furthermore, by analyzing the (dis)connections between the 

two terms, students can begin to understand the workings of supplementation, wherein 

first terms rely on their "others" for definition. 

I turned to deconstruction for a number of reasons. Rrst, I wanted to teach reading 

and writing not as binaries but instead as supplemental and therefore interrelated processes. 

I wanted to show my students how critically writing demands critical reading and vice 

versa. Furthermore, as Kaufer and Waller argue, teaching students deconstnictive reading 

strategies enhances students' abilities to revise meaningfully. As the authors explain, 

students often see texts, including their own drafts, as outer shells, words and sentences 

that capture some finished interior body of knowledge. As such, when asked to revise, 

they make only surface level changes, assuming the meaning to be already present. 

However, when teachers show students how everything—from ads to classroom situations 

to written essays—is a text that can be taken apart, students' notions of what a text is and 

can be are disrupted, as is their belief that certain texts are "finished" and are, therefore, 

incapable of being revised. Similarly, the deconstructionist belief that texts are always 

working with and against themselves fosters an attitude of tentativeness, one where final 

versions are termed "final" not because they render timeless truths but because they are 

due. According to McCormick, this tentativeness, this resistance to closure, is necessary in 

a postmodern writing classroom because it c^ns texts up to multiple interpretations, 

making them available to a diverse group of readers. Furthermore, it reaffirms the notion 

that meaning is not derived solely frcxn texts but is instead a cultural negotiation. And 
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because the negotiation changes with each new reader, texts are always open to future 

revisions. 

Because the goal of deconstructive readings is to expose binaries so that they can be 

interrogated (Crowley, A Teacher's 17), I began the second day of class by explaining the 

term binary and giving accessible examples, including man/woman, whitelblack, and 

hearing/deaf. I explained how binaries are, in fact, hierarchies, with the second term 

constructed as that which is not signified by the first (See Appendix B.) As such, second 

terms through the lens of binary formadons are always already lacking. This confused 

some of my students, so I gave the example of the University of Arizona Wildcats 

basketball team: The men's team is simply called the Wildcats, but the women's team, by 

virtue of its nonprivileged status, must be specially marked and termed the "Lady 

Wildcats." With this example I was hoping to show how first terms enjoy an invisible 

privilege; because they are assiuned to be the norm, anything that challenges their 

dominance must be marked as "other." At this point, one student in the class, noting the 

hearing/deaf binary I had written on the board, asked, "But isn't it true that deaf people are, 

in fact, nonhearing people?" Before I could answer, John, a Deaf student in class, through 

the voicing of his sign language interpreter, explained how Deaf people are members of a 

cultural and linguistic minority group with its own rich history and body of tradition. As 

such, to identify Deaf people as people who cannot hear focuses attention on a biological 

absence and ignores the presence of Deaf cultiu-e, history, and language—American Sign 

Language. 

After explaining how binaries work, 1 discussed specific strategies students could 

use as they critically read the texts of the course. These included reading for key terms (so 

that binary formations could be established and interrogated), repetitions, absences (what 

wasn't said in this context that could be considered relevant, and why not?), contradictions, 

and hidden assimiptions. Together as a class, we practiced these reading strategies by 
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applying them to advertisements selected by the students, and then we continued to use 

these same terms throughout the remainder of the course. For example, during peer review 

sessions, I reminded students to read for key terms, absences, binary logic, and so forth, 

thereby reinforcing my beUef that all texts benefit from such critical readings, especially 

when the goal is to open them up to rereadings and revisions. 

Practicing Revision: The Pfcer Review Letter 

To illustrate how students applied these strategies to the texts they read, I include 

below some examples of written comments they produced for each other." For peer 

reviews, I required students to make copies of their rough drafts and distribute them in 

class for immediate feedback. Then, one smdent with whom the writer did not work in 

class took the draft home, read it critically using the strategies discussed in class, and then 

wrote a letter to the student, giving his or her response to the draft. Before I asked students 

to peer review for the first time, I reviewed their "goals, needs, and fears" sheet with them, 

and reminded them of what many of their classmates said they need from each other in 

order to achieve their goals: 

• I need my readers to be extremely critical about my work (both positively and 

negatively). I thrive on comments or responses about my writing. 

• Reed criticism from peers. 

• Criticism, but I don't woiic well if people tell me I'm doing terrible. 

• I need my peers to absolutely tell me the truth. No conunents just to be nice. 

• I need the truth, no matter what, on my essays. 

• I need peers to be constructive with their criticism, not to laugh at my mistakes. 

• I need my peers to be blunt and honest, but give me some positive feedback. 
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• I need my good points to be brought out as well as what I need to change to 

improve. 

• I need patience and gentleness from others. 

Reflected in these comments are two competing voices that most writers know well: On the 

one hand, we want to be told what's working. We need praise, support and 

encouragement But we don't want to be lied to, so we prepare ourselves to hear what's 

not working. When one of these voices is missing, we question the integrity of the 

response. For example, when we receive negative comments only, we feel attacked and 

not fully heard. When all we hear is praise, the kind of "I thought it was really good" 

response that my students most dreaded, we worry that our writing hasn't been read 

carefully and that the reader is simply saying what s/he thinks we want to hear. Thus, 

through the language of their own needs, I discussed with my students how an effective 

response is one that is both supportive and critical, encouraging and suggestive. We also 

spent a class period discussing their past experiences with peer reviews, when they 

worked, when they failed. During this class, many students reiterated their desire for 

"real" and "honest" feedback from peers. 

While in-class peer reviews gave students the opportunity to hear each other's 

woric, the most effective feedback came in the form of the reader's letter to the writer. My 

students explained to me that it was easier for them to be "real" when they weren't sitting 

across from the writer and feeling the pressure to be critical without hurting anyone's 

feelings. The letter form gave readers some distance from the writer, the space to balance 

their responses in writing. With each draft writers also included a cover sheet where they 

stated their purpose, audience, revisions made, revisions-to-be-made, acknowledgments, 

and three questions for their reader. In their letters many readers used the questions as 
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springboards for their responses. For example, in response to Marie's question, "how can 

I include more quotes in my essay?" Helen writes: 

I remember you were talking about your grandfather's death in class last week and 

you said your dad asked you if you were sitting down. I think that would be a 

good quote to include and a way to expand on how this experience impacted you. 

My grandfather died last year and I know how painful it is. Also, I am in a long

distance relationship too and I know that it is difficult to keep it going. As a reader, 

I would like to hear more about that 

In her response Helen notes the moments, both in class and in the draft, that resonated with 

her, those moments with which she could connect as a reader and about which she would 

like to hear more. She uses her own shared personal history both to support Marie—to 

acknowledge that her feelings are valid—and to suggest ways to improve the draft 

In a more extensive critique, Kelly responds to an analysis essay written by Nina, 

who explored the ways in which societal influences construct the female protagonist in 

Margaret Atwood's 'The Man from Mars." In her supportive opening, Kelly writes, 

"Overall, your essay is very clear and effective. Your thesis is supported throughout the 

text with your interpretations and idea's from Atwood's [story]." Kelly then follows up 

with a series of critical questions that encourage Nina to think through her argument more 

carefully. For example, Kelly asks, "I see your point that Atwood uses Christine to show 

how society molds individuals. My question to you is, does society create individuals, or 

do individuals create society? Or is it both?" Later, in response to Nina's assertion that 

people, especially wcmen, are unknowingly influenced by society into becoming "imiform, 

submissive droids," Kelly repeats her earlier questions and writes: 

This is a very powerful statement, and I respect your risking it It makes the reader 

think about his or her role in society. However, I'd challenge the stereotype of all 

of society being "uniform" and "submissive." We are all different and we have a 
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variety of ideas, styles, etc. to contribute to our society. If society was all 

"uniform" and "submissive" we would not see the diversity that we see. Where 

does the standard for the "uniform" come from? Who sets the standard? This is an 

absence in your essay: the influence that individuals have on society. 

In this section of her response, Kelly is actively applying the deconstructive strategy of 

reading for absences. Following her supportive comments, Kelly restates Nina's major 

claim, provides a counterargument, and then asks questions to help Nina recognize an 

absence in her essay. That is, Kelly helps Nina identify and contend with an important 

binary in her argument—society vs. the individual. 

In the second half of her response, Kelly offers specific suggestions for improving 

the draft, pointing out sections that need clarification as well as grammatical mistakes. She 

also gives Nina a suggestion for how she might support her interpretations more 

persuasively: 

I think it would be helpful if you use more of Atwood's text in support of your 

claim. You use a lot of single words, but I challenge you to use longer quotes. 

This would provide the opportunity for you to deconstruct her text to understand 

why Atwood says what she says. This is pretty unclear-I'll explain in class. 

Here, in her attempt to offer clear advice to a peer, Kelly comes face-to-face with the 

messiness of language, the ways in which language slips beyond and away from an 

author's intent Just as she seeks to find ways to help her classmate write a more 

persuasive argument, Kelly rereads her own words and realizes that its lack of clarity might 

leave her reader wondering, doubtful. In this passage Kelly, the reader-tumed-writer, has 

become reader again, experiencing for herself the twists and turns of deconstruction. That 

is, while she opens her letter by asserting that Nina's draft is "very clear" and well-

supported, she ends up in the confusion that ccmtradiction creates. Realizing that her own 
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response inevitably lacks "perfect" clarity, Kelly does the next best thing, saying, in effect, 

"we'll talk again, later." 

In her letter to Michael, Nina adopts a different style of response, moving through 

the draft, paragraph by paragraph, making direct statements about what's working and 

what needs more. For example, in response to Michael's first paragraph, Nina writes, 

"Yotir first paragraph about revision is sconething interesting. Y ou could almost change the 

focus of your essay to be about how revision affects your expression." Later, when 

discussing Michael's third paragraph, Nina writes; 

You open by admitting it is a tangent—not necessarily a good strategy. It shows 

that you know it is irrelevant, but you don't care enough to do anything about it. 

Instead, try to incorpxjrate the concept of the reader responses [RRs] into your 

thesis, or make a transition from revising to RRs that makes it relevant As I look 

over this paragraph again, I am realizing that it is also about revision—how you get 

the opportunity to revise other people's work. This would be very easy to fit in and 

isn't really a tangent at ail-but by setting it up as one, you discredit yourself. 

Like Kelly, Nina's efforts to respond to her peer force her to question and revise her 

original interpretation. Faced with the messiness of a draft-in-progress and the task of 

writing a coherent, useful response, Nina is required to read and make sense of a difficult 

and challenging essay, one that defies neat and easy interpretation, much like the essays in 

Bartholomae and Petrosky's collection. Like those published essays, their peers' 

unfinished drafts offered my students the chance to experience the dialectical process of 

reading to write in order to read again, constructing their own interpretations and claiming 

responsibility for them in their written letters. 

In his deconstructive study of writing, Jasper Neel argues that students produce 

antiwriting-the "Three Reasons for Stof^ing X" p^rs where writing is a mere shell for thought-

in response to their teachers' deconstructive tendencies. That is, according to Neel, students begin 
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by attempting to write Platonically, believing before they start to write that they know certain 

indisputable truths about certain subjects. However, once they begin to write, their writing 

constantly exposes their uncertainties (hence the line, "I know what I want to say, but I can't say 

it"), and they begin to think they don't know enough for sure to continue writing. Faced with this 

dilemma, students turn to psophistic writing, where they "do the best they can to anticipate the 

arguments against their position, to adapt their own arguments to the audience at hand, and to 

present a closed and complete a position as possible" (Neel 86). However, because they know 

their teachers will read deconstructively, that they will find and expose absences in their binary 

logic, many students avoid exposure altogether and instead produce antiwriting, thereby ensuring 

that their teachers have no texts to deconstruct By playing it safe, these students retain their 

internal sense of security and avoid the hard struggles of getting messy with language. My 

students' responses to each other's drafts suggest that one way to encourage students to get messy 

with language is to give them messy language to make sense of. 

The Limitations of Tidy Essays 

For over a decade, postmodern scholars in rhetoric and composition have been 

advocating that writing teachers design new kinds of essay assignments, essays that uphold 

rather than contradict the epistemologies of our age. In his critique of the field's overly 

modernist bent, Lester Faigley contends that, while we value writing process , we do so 

only as only as a "teleological development" toward some product (14). The remnants of 

current-traditional rhetoric that tenaciously cling to process-oriented pedagogies support 

Faigley's claim. Patricia Donahue and Ellen Quandahl, for example, argue that the 

traditional structure of the first-year student essay-a unified text with a one-sentence thesis-

-legitimizes "outdated" modem assumptions. That is, in its attempts to manage rather than 

sustain and explore ambiguity, such a structure "suppresses conflict and encourages the 

unconscious reproduction of social norms (self-control, for example)" (14). Similarly, 
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Lillian Bridwell-Bowles, in a call for more experimental writing in the academy, argues that 

old patterns of argument—like the single-point thesis-run counter to social-constructionist 

epistemoiogies (45). Poststructuralist ways of thinking about language and knowledge, 

she contends, have yet to affect the essay form—particularly the argimientative essay~we 

expect our students to write. I^onal, reasoned arguments are viewed as being distinct 

from and superior to personal writing, texts with nonlinear patterns of organization, writing 

that contains emotion, writing that closes the gap between subject and object, and writing 

that does something "with" and not "to" the reader (47). 

In a more extensive critique of current-traditional rhetoric, Sharon Crowley 

explores historical connections between invention and epistemology, arguing that 

invention, "the study of all the possible means by which arguments or proofs can be 

discovered and developed" {Methodical 2), translates into questions like, "what questions 

are worth asking?" and "what counts as knowledge?" When teachers rely on current-

traditional ±etorics, however, they collapse invention into arrangement, thereby reducing 

the complex and social process of knowledge-making to a matter of selecting and fleshing 

out proper fonns. For Crowley, this method of teaching writing is decidedly arhetorical, 

for it locates knowledge-making with the individual mind of a writer and ignores the social 

situations within which all writers must write. Thus, regardless of the rhetorical situation, 

students are asked to produce a generically challenged first-year college essay: one that is 

carefully outlined and written to a general reader (the teacher) on a topic manageable 

enough to be foreshadowed in a one-sentence thesis statement For Crowley, current-

traditional rhetoric is problematic for two reasons. First, and simply it, "it has very little to 

do with learning to write" {Methodical 147). Second, it promotes antiwriting. 

Similarly, Jean Donovan Sanborn, in an historical study of the first-year 

composition essay, argues that its mechanical form, which emerged circa 1900, reflects a 

scientistic rather than a humanistic rhetoric. More specifically, Sanborn explains bow the 
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progressive age of the 1800s ushered in the dual demand that writing be both more 

scientific and efficient In such an age, Montaigne's definition of the essay—exploratory, 

open, conversational, with room for narrative as way to make argument—was deemed too 

messy, too associative for the demands of contemporary life, and it was replaced with what 

Sanborn describes as a linear, hierarchical, and didactic essay. In many contemporary 

writing college classrooms, she argues, this latter form remains: Students are asked to 

write texts with one single controlling idea and a deflnite conclusion. Sanborn contends 

that as teachers, we've rationalized the absence of Montaigne's essay form in the first-year 

writing classroom by clinging to two contradictory beliefs: Many of us say that the looser, 

more associative form is too complicated for our students; others of us claim the opposite-

that the form itself is not properly intellectual. 

Like Neel and Crowley, Sanborn explores how essay assignments founded on 

current-traditional assumptions hinder students' abilities to think and write critically. As 

she explains. If the point of the essay is to prove a thesis, [writers] can only choose theses 

which are provable" (133). As such, students' opportunities to write in order to discover 

knowledge are limited, despite teachers' adoption of process-oriented pedagogies. That is, 

students are less likely to revise their thinking through and in writing if they know their 

final product must ultimately defend a provable thesis. In addition, Sanborn critiques the 

didactic essay because it deems linear thinking to be natural and supericx* to more 

associative thought, and it blocks the thinking processes of students who do not adopt a 

linear mode as they write and revise. 

Many critics of the traditional first-year essay form are careful to explain that their 

criticisms are not meant to be taken as a defense for intelligibility. Nor do they dismiss 

outright the place of more traditional f«ms in academic contexts. Instead, they argue that 

there is rocxn for both. In my 16-week writing course, two of the three major essay 

assignments were more traditional, emphasizing clear thesis statements, analysis, and the 
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integration of research.However, for the final essay of the course, which I titled "Self-

Reflection," I designed a more experimental assignment, one that explicitly challenged 

prevailing notions of what should "count" as an essay in a first-year college composition 

course. (See Appendix B.) It also asked students to view the previous weeks and their 

experience of them as some of the "texts" of their lives, to reread, reflect on, and integrate 

those texts in order to yield fuller meaning about who they are as students, writers, and 

thinkers. My goals for this assignment were twofold. First, I wanted to design as 

assignment that invited my students to experience writing and revision as processes of 

getting messy with language. That is, while many of them had been reading their peers' 

drafts and confronting the challenges and limitations of language from the position of peer 

reviewer, they had not yet been able to apply those same critical reading strategies to their 

own writing. My essay assignment positioned the previous weeks of the semester as a 

draft-in-progress, and it demanded that students reread and get messy with their own life 

texts as they reflected on them through writing. Second, I wanted to create an essay 

assignment in which students' final versions enacted a revisionary rhetoric, one where the 

process of self-reflection creates a space for greater understanding. Rather than ask them to 

judge their performance in the previous weeks, I invited my students to look upon their 

texts with curiosity and non-judgmental awareness. 

Practicing Revisionary Rhetoric: The Self-Reflective Essay 

By engaging in rigorous self-reflection and then committing those reflections to 

paper, readers become writers connecting with other writers and themselves. They 

speak back to texts in ways that invite those texts' authors to respond in turn. 

Through an ongoing process of acknowledging their partial world views, by 

making themselves vulnerable through their revelation of limitation, revisicmary 
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rhetors embrace discomiection, and in so doing, they open the door to increased 

intimacy and understanding, (from Introduction) 

Michael. ""Words Sometimes Have No Meaning" 

In his self-reflective essay, Michael identifies an important binary through which he 

organizes and rereads his semester experiences; speech vs. writing. In his rough draft, he 

explains that he is "trying to discover why my written work is more effective than when I 

speak." Both Nina, his peer reviewer quoted earlier, and I read Michael's essay and agreed 

that its emerging theme dealt with the relationship between writing and revision-how the 

distance between writer and reader creates a space for revision that is not often possible in 

speech. Michael pursued this theme in his flnal version and used both in-class and out-of-

class texts to develop it Keeping his same purpose, Michael begins his final version with 

the following: 

These past couple of months have been the most confusing and wonderful times of 

my life. College has been a personal growth experience for me in more ways than 

one. I have come to many conclusions about myself that I both fear and admire. 

On the one hand, he admires how his writing has grown more confident. He attributes this 

to his ability to revise ideas in and through writing, to "go back and rethink thoughts." 

Furthermore, the permanence of writing gives it power, ensuring that there is little chance 

"to take back something," and its printed fam allows writers to "separate themselves out 

from the reactions of those interpreting their work." While he is proud of his ability to use 

these qualities of writing to write more effective academic essays, Michael also fears the 

ways he has used them to hurt others. As he explains: 

In a very personal and powerful letter to my only recently ex-girlfriend, Katie, I 

managed to cause irreparable damage that would eventually cause our relationship 

to deteriorate. The beginning of the semester started with an enormous fight We 
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had a good relationship through the first semester, but for reasons I won't delve 

into, I wanted "out" In a fit of tears and emotions, I foolishly whipped out a first 

draft of letter that would ensure the demise of our relationship. I rewrote and 

rewrote until I was sure she would hate me.... Instead of verbally explaining 

myself to her the way I felt, I wrote. I wanted to force her to hate me so we would 

surely break up. 

In this passage, Michael reflects on how the qualities of writing that afford it such efficacy 

can also be applied to achieve purposes about which we are not proud. Using writing to 

create a permanent record of his separation from Katie, Michael revised carefully to achieve 

his intended purpose: to end the relationship in a hurtful and insensitive way. 

Michael returns to the theme of emotional separation later in his essay, linking his 

letter to Katie to the peer review letters he wrote to classmates. In both kinds of situations, 

he explains that we as writers 

evoke emotions in the reader, but at the same time we don't have to deal with the 

emotions that we stir up. Unless the author is in front of the reader, there can be no 

interaction between the two. After reading a text, I generally have some sort of 

reaction... or emotions deep down inside me. The problem is that in most cases I 

will never get to express these emotions to the author. This was exactly why my 

letter to Katie was so "effective." The letter was a way of saying what I wanted to 

say without immediately having to deal with how she felt I removed myself from 

the emotions that were sure to follow. 

This passage interests me because in it I see the influence of Michael's shifting identity 

from that of writer to reader. He begins by repeating his insight that the written word 

simultaneously stirs a reader's emotions as it creates a safe distance from the reader's 

response to those emotions. However, in the next two sentences, N^chael pivots to the 

position of reader and describes this distance not in terms of its writeriy efficiency but 
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instead as a readeriy "problem." That is, while writers benefit from a distance that makes 

rewriting efficient and purposeful, readers aren't so lucky. They are kept out of the 

dialogue and are left alone with their emotions, with no writer present to hear them out. 

In his final sentences, Michael returns to the position of writer; only now he has 

empathized with the reader and is able to re-see the limitations of efficiency through the lens 

of his letter to Katie. By putting "effective" in scare quotes, Michael acknowledges that he 

understands the irony inherent in his previous use of the term. That is, while his 

"effective" revision strategies might have enabled him to accomplish his purpose, he 

realizes that the purpose itself was in need of revision. 

Terri. "You Oughta Know" 

While Michael's drafting process began with a binary and concluded with a greater 

understanding of its limitations (is writing really more "effective" than speech?), Terri's 

process for writing her final essay began in class when I asked my students to bring to 

class all of the texts they had gathered for the semester and discuss them with a peer. Terri, 

who had decorated a shoebox and called it her "Spring Box," opens her essay with a scene 

that describes this class period, during which she shared the texts of her semester with 

Nina. Most of the box's contents related to Terri's relationship with her boyfriend-love 

letters, saved plane tickets from her trips to Boston to visit him. In her opening scene, 

Terri describes her anxiety over sharing these texts with Nina: "I thought she might insult 

me by saying I was a hopeless romantic and maybe even a little possessed with saving 

everything that had to do with my boyfriend." The end of the scene shifts in both tone and 

subject matter when Terri describes the mcnnent she shared with Nina "the last letter 

clinging to the bottom of the box," a letter from her mother, which she had sent to Terri 

along with an angel wind chime to hang over her bed to watch over and protect her. 

Nervous and anxious to hear Nina's reactions, Terri asks, "'Whatta ya think?'" and tells us 
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that Nina answers, '"Well... you have a lot of great friends,' she paused and twirled her 

small silver earring. 'And it's obvious that your mom means a lot to you. 

Nina's comment surprised Terri, who saw herself as hating her mother-an abusive 

alcoholic whom Terri had "gotten way from" by attending college far from home. As such, 

Nina's comment helped Terri recognize and contend with an important contradiction in her 

final essay—that her relationship with her mother has been difficult and even violent at times 

due to her mother's alcoholism, but that her mother means a lot to her. In the body of her 

essay, Terri enacts this contradiction for her reader by following her opening scene, which 

paints a picture of a loving and protective mother, with a self-authored poem she wrote in 

high school. The poem, which is shaped as a bottle, opens with "clink/clink/ice falls/i 

shudder/i hear the bottle/i hear the poison pour/as she toasts, i wait... /i wait for her 

transformation/Jekyll and Hyde after two drinks." The poem continues with descriptions 

of the mother's alcohol-induced fits of rage, which subside only when she passes out. 

Terri ends her poem with the lines; "i wait for the next evening to/rear its ugly head, 

everyday/routine torture comes too soon." 

The majority of Terri's essay is a prose version of her poem. She recounts 

episodes with her mother and reflects on them by saying that her mother's behaviors, 

which anger and embarrass her, make her hate her mother and have even fueled physical 

violence between them. Following a powerful description of one such violent episode, 

Terri writes: "I came to the University in order to mend the wounds, both physical and 

emotional, from my mother and hopefully rebuild a stronger relatioriship with her." This 

insight creates a tension with earlier claims, in which she says: "I came here [the U of A] to 

get away from my mother," and "I wanted more than anything than to get away from her 

and everything she represented." In conference with Terri, I noted this tension and said 

something like, "It's interesting that you want to get away from your mother, and yet 
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you're choosing to write your third essay all about her. Why is that?" In her final version, 

Terri responds to my question by adding the following passage: 

Sometimes I feel as if / am the one who has gone to the twelve-step program. I 

imagine myself sitting in a modest circle in a claustrophobic, smoke-filled room 

with recovering alcoholics, acknowledging my mother's alcoholism for her. "Hi, 

my name is Terri, and mv mother is an alcoholic." She doesn't admit it, and who 

knows when she will. I have to do it for her. When I tell people about my mother, 

I feel as if I'm sharing her experiences for her. I'm the one who's telling the 

horrible stories about how I wish she would quit I'm the one who's accepted my 

mother's alcoholism. I'm the one who's accepted my mother's alcoholism. 

Repeating this sentence, Terri signifies its importance, illustrating the connection between 

her choice to write about her mother even though she has traveled far from home to avoid 

her. That is, by telling and retelling stories about her mother, Terri is able to accept the 

hard truths they reveal: that her mother is an alcoholic, and she hates her for it 

In Terri's final paragraph, she transforms her essay's originating contradiction into 

an unresolved and sustaining paradox: 

Since I've been at the U of A, nothing has really changed between my mother and 

me. Not to say that we haven't grown individually, but that we haven't grown 

together. We still fight I still loathe her at times. I'm still angry at her for 

drinking.  And I  s t i l l  don ' t  feel  l ike I 've  got ten far  enough away from her . . . .  

Nevertheless, something caused me to save those letters from her, and something 

causes me to keep in touch with her. I don't have to do those things. But I do, 

because regardless of how little we get along, she still means a lot to me. She 

means a lot to me and we don't get along. 

The "something'^ to which Terri refers, of course, is the mysterious and uneasily defined 

bond that exists between mother and daughter, even when, or perhaps especially when. 
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that bond is a complex weaving of love, protection, violence, and abuse. While Terri's 

tone justifiably recognizes that her exploration of that bond is beyond the scope of her 

essay, it also suggests that such an exploration is both possible and worthwhile. 

Nina. "Exploring Mv Lack of Emotional Expression through Written Expression" 

As her title reflects, Nina approached the challenges of the third essay assignment 

by identifying a conmion absence in semesterly texts—her "lack" of emotional expression in 

her essays and in her life. Nina attributes her resistance to expressing her emotions to 

societal stereotypes about people who do. As she explains early in her essay: 

The problems I have with emotional expression are linked inextricably to the 

negative perceptions of individuals, and especially independent women. Because 

society encourages harsh judgment of women who do not conform to gender 

standards, my entire emotional identity is disconcerted, and the process of 

determining a potential solution, including the writing of this essay, has been an 

arduous task. 

In the body of her essay, Nina begins by identifying this absence in a nonacademic 

scenario with which many college students can relate—her failure to confront an 

inconsiderate roommate. Rather than voice her anger and frustration, Nina remained an 

"xmemotional iceberg," keeping her emotions locked inside and thereby "effectively 

eliminating any possibility of sorting out [their] differences." Nina eventually solved the 

problem by moving out, "almost sneaking away," and leaving behind a "lame" note 

wishing her roommate a good semester. 

Nina then reports that, during that same semester, she began keeping a journal for 

the first time, a safe place where she could "empty out" her "pent-up frustrations, anger, 

and sadness." Through the process of writing in her journal, Nina explains that she began 

to realize how her dark emotions, when left unexpressed, "multiply and become worse." 
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Instead of keeping them bottled up inside, she begins to explore different alternatives: 'The 

main option I explored was becoming completely and totally open with my emotions-

letting it all hang out" However, she quickly rejected this option when she realized how 

"emotional women" are viewed and treated by society, a realization prompted both by 

personal experience and by a Women's Studies course she was taking at the same time: 

I have worked very hard for as long as I can remember to not submit to the 

stereotypes of society, so I do not want to fake and portray a constantly happy, 

optimistic person that I am not. The underlying conflict of my struggle-how to 

become emotional without becoming either a "feminazi" or a "self-sacrificing 

maternal figure"-is very difficult 

It was with this awareness and struggle that Nina entered my course. More 

specifically, Nina reports that she entered the class feeling "animosity" toward society for 

"putting me, and all women" in the position of having to hide honest emotions, to fit into 

prescribed "boxes," and this animosity, she explains, is refiected in all the essays she wrote 

that term. For example, in response to Margaret Atwood's short story 'The Man from 

Mars,"" Nina titled her first essay "The Brainwashing of Christine," in which she explores 

how class- and gender-based proscriptions about how young women should behave 

pressure Christine into enduring a young man's potentially dangerous attentions without 

speaking her truth. Reflecting on how she came to this theme, Nina writes in her third 

essay: 

It is because I am acutely aware of the pressures of society that I am having so 

much trouble coming to a solution fcM* my problem with emotional expression. 

While I want to have a unique emotional identity, I do not want to suffer socially 

from it The gender pressures society places on me, which have been briefly 

addressed in this essay, are likewise addressed in my analysis of Christine. While 
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Christine is not aware of the different societal forces acting on her, including gender 

pressures, I am, and it complicates things remarkably. 

Nina continues linking her personal struggle for emotional authenticity to her semester 

writing as she reflects on her second essay, a research paper written in response to Camus' 

The Stranger. As Nina explains. The Prison of Society" deals with "the alienation of an 

individual who refuses to follow the institutions of society." However, now that theme 

takes on greater personal relevance, as Nina connects her own life texts to her analysis of 

Mersault and observes: 

My fear of beccmiing alienated as Mersault was, as a result of my refusal to 

conform to society's expectations of emotional expression, is revealed in an in-class 

writing, in which I state, "in order to remain a part of society, I hide my sadness." 

This is because society looks down of those who are unhappy, aptly referring to 

them as downers. Out of fear of being a downer, I hide my feelings, creating a no-

win situation, I am unhappy because I let my anger and sadness grow unchecked 

within and I want to be able to release these emotions, but if I act how I feel, I will 

be alienated from society. It is a vicious game, and it will not end until I discover a 

balance that allows me to do both. 

Although Nina states that she has not yet found this kind of balance, she does realize that 

she, like Mersault, is alienated from a society that upholds values to which she refuses to 

conform. In an attempt both to connect with and distance herself from Mersault, Nina 

writes: 

Upon rereading my essay I realized that so many things I said about Mersault are 

applicable to my life I experience isolation as he did. However, it is difficult 

for me to discern whether my isolation is self-inflicted as a consequence of trying to 

avoid society's pressures, or whether it is society-imposed because I don't conform 

to the expectations of it Maybe it is both. Because instituticms ignore conscious 
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individuals in favor of people who are not aware of their individuality. I am 

ignored and therefore isolated, but I also continue the isolation because I have little 

in common with other people, and therefore I do not "open up" to others. Because 

I do have friends, I am not canpletely isolated, but I still have experienced the 

alienation of society because 1 refuse to become a fake person. But knowing that 

my alienation is a result if my stubbornness, and is possibly reversible if I lower 

my personal integrity, has made it very tempting to do so in order to alleviate my 

loneliness. In this way, I am very different from Mersault. He was indifferent to 

his isolation.... But a large part of me still wants to, and needs to, have 

connections to society and the comfort offered in interpersonal relationships. 

Nina's struggle to embrace her emotional truth within a society that devalues it becomes 

obvious in this passge. Her sentence constructions, from "because this" to "but that" to 

"however this," reflect the ongoing teetering of her intellectual seesaw, with "society's 

expectations" on the one end and "Nina's emotional authenticity" on the other. 

In conference and in her cover sheet, Nina indicated that the paper was very 

difficult to write because she could not make it cohere. An accomplished student, Nina 

was used to her essays coming together in a more linear and traditionally clear form. The 

fact that this paper refused to follow that pattern worried her. In an effort to alleviate those 

fears and encourage Nina to get messy with her thinking and her ex|H^sion, I suggested 

that she write about her difficulties writing, that she give voice to the hard truths of drafting 

and revising this essay. In response to that suggestion, Nina reiterated how her struggles 

to express herself emotionally are related to societal values and expectations, which she 

realizes are complex issues that are difficult to sort out in cause-effect terms. She then goes 

on to explain: 

I actually had not dealt with these complex issues until I tried to write this paper. 

By trying to sort out, cm paper, the different reasons behind, and hindering, my 
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expression problem, I began to realize how truly complicated the situation was. In 

my early attempts at writing this, I succeeded in confusing my intentions in writing 

the paper, my ideas about the subject of expression, and my opinions regarding the 

different reasons behind my problem. My state of utter bewilderment was at its 

greatest when my roommate and I (being the anal-retentive perfectionists we are), 

trying to decide what I wanted to say and how to say it, proceeded to make a flow 

chart with anows linking the topics. Unfortunately, this plan for organizing chaos 

failed when the chart resulted in a jumble of arrows all pointing at each other. The 

"never-ending" flow chart we created serves as an important illustration of this 

essay. It has been (and continues to be) veiy difficult to write about my problem, 

because of both my deficiencies in expression and the circular nature of my ideas. 

The circle is seen, 1 think, in the format of this paper. It seems to me as if I have 

been talking in circles around the issue, never really approaching iL On and on, 

around and around, never coming to the point 

The image of Nina's "never-ending flow chart" delights me, both because it captures her 

hard work dealing with complex ideas, and it represents a breakdown in binary thinking. 

No longer can she simply position social forces on one side and her own self on the other. 

Instead, through the lens of her chosen third term-emotional expression-Nina confronts 

the discursive chaos that results when writers let go of perfection and open up to struggle. 

Nina concludes her essay by commenting that despite all her reflecting, she has yet 

to find a "cure-all solution" to her "problem." She knows she wants a balance between 

herself and society, but she doesn't know how to achieve it "All I really know," she 

admits, "is that I need to find some niche so that I can be ccmtent with expressing myself.. 

. and still have people look at me and respect what I have to say." She needs to find this 

niche, she says, in order to avoid ending up like her mother, who, at age 51, is "unable to 
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show her sadness" and "has not yet found her 'balance.'" Nina arrives at this insight after 

describing a recent conversation she had with her mother 

I became upset and started crying. My mom, not knowing what was wrong, 

started blaming herself, asking, "What have I done to upset you?' I cowered my 

head and covered my eyes so ray mom couldn't see my deep sadness. "Nothing," I 

cried back, "you didn't do this to me. Don't blame yourself." My attempt at 

imparting authority in my cracking voice misfired, and I only sounded desperate. 

Refusing to hear me, my mom asked, "How have I failed you so greatly? What can 

I do?" She was so helpless and powerless as she sobbed, placing her forearms 

over her eyes as if to conceal her humanness. I tried explaining myself, saying, 

"Listen to me! It's not your fault!" But she still couldn't hear me. We were both 

crying hysterically, both trying to hide it from each other, and both embarrassed by 

the outburst 

Reflections on Reflections 

Toward the end of her "Sideshadowing" essay, Nancy Welch describes writing 

assignments she and her smdents are imagining in an effort to "dramatize within a draft, 

including a 'final' draft, the other possible futures, forms, and readings that might have 

been there, that might still be" (393). As I hope this ch^ter has argued, one such 

assignment is the experimental essay I have described, one that when situated within the 

context of a course founded on principles of revisionary rhetoric helps students revise more 

meaningfully. As they confront and contend with the silences in their own evolving drafts, 

student writers generate knowledge that transforms them both intellectually and personally. 

For these students, the pivot from the role of writer to that of reader demanded more of 

them than deleting or "cleaning up" surplus passages. For Michael, the surplus in his letter 

to his girifriend provided the way in to readerly empathy. For Tern, an inescapable 
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contradiction foregrounded in ccsnpeting texts resolved itself in paradox. And for Nina, 

the challenge of balancing intelligence and emotion, individuality and social conformity, 

emerged as a critique of the challenge itself, a personal/social statement that, evinced 

through both what it says and how it is written, refuses to go quietly. For these students, 

the task of rereading their semester texts, of juxtaposing them and making connections 

across them, created possible futures that previously did not exist And for each, these 

new paths call into question the seemingly inevitable futures glimpsed in earlier versions. 

* * * 

Yes. But It's More Complicated Than That 

Tonv. 'True or False" 

As his title indicates, Tony began his self-reflective essay by acknowledging an 

important binary that had been influencing him for a long time: Writing is either true or 

false. When I read Tony's first version, I translated this to mean that writing reflects either 

the writer's true feelings or it does not, in which case such writing is inauthentic and, in a 

way, deceitful. The fact that Tony viewed the absence of "truth" in his essays as 

something lacking interested me, as I'd spent quite a bit of time that semester talking about 

how, in a postmodern world, we're relieved of the burden of truth and can instead focus 

our attention on the specifics of interpretation. In an attempt to push Tony toward 

reconceiving of truths and lies as supplements rather than opposites, I wrote the following 

end comment on his first version: 

This idea that your writing has a quality of falseness fascinates me. In your next 

version, quote your work this term to show us where and how you're being false. 

Maybe you could then, beneath the false passages, write some truths? I'm also 

intrigued by this idea that, by having to claim a position or a point of view, you feel 

boxed in, constrained somehow. Maybe that's why you prefer poetry to 

argumentative, academic essays. What do you think? If this feels right, track some 
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of these connections in your next version, and cite more texts—the truths and the 

lies. 

By asking Tony to juxtapose the two versions, I was hoping to help him contend with the 

contradictions of his comepting texts and to generate useful knowledge about how he 

reads, writes, thinks and learns, regardless of its "authenticity." In his final version, 

however, Tony responds to my interpretation by inserting two clarifications obviously 

directed toward me: "When I said thai my writing has a sense of falseness attached to it, I 

did not mean that my essays are filled with a pack of lies. What this is saying is that I have 

a hard time truly expressing my feelings." And in the next paragraph, he writes; 

"Remember, it is not so much a sense of falseness in regards to a truth or a lie. It is more 

the lack of conviction and sincerity that is evident in my writing." Tony thus takes me to 

task for interpreting true/false as truths/lies. He also invites me to reread his essay, turning 

a keener ear toward hearing the subtle distinction he is trying to make. 

This distinction emerges on the second page of his essay, where Tony, explaining 

why he has trouble truly expressing his feelings, writes, "A lot of what I am saying is what 

I think I should be saying according to the position I have taken." He later connects this 

insight to the realities of evaluation, explaining, 'The problem that I have is also related to 

the fact that these papers and essays are all assigned and handed in for a grade. Therefore, 

I feel boxed in and restrained because I am worried more about turning in the paper than I 

am about what it says." As an example of how assigned readings and essays box him in, 

Tony refers to Sam Hamill's essay "The Necessity to Speak," which I had assigned in the 

first unit and about which Tony decided to write his first essay. Describing the challenges 

of the drafting critical analyses, Tony writes: 

Not only do I have to pick a point of view, I [also] have to back up my statements. 

It is very hard to back up what you're saying when you yourself don't believe it 

For example,... in the paper I describe a few things that Hamill said and then I go 
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on to say, "In other words, he sounds very condescending and as a reader that 

makes me angry." This statement is one-hundred percent false. I have since gone 

back and read parts of that essay over again and Hamill sounds nothing like the way 

I describe him. However, because I stated that I was going to challenge him I felt 

the need to belittle him to those reading my paper. Furthermore, even if Hamill did 

sound condescending that wouldn't bother me in the least It certainly wouldn't 

make me angry. Finally, at the end of the paper I use a classic strategy of finishing 

a paper without having to back up claims. In the conclusion, I stated, "In this 

particular essay Hamill's bias allows for a lot to be questioned." Well, what does 

he leave to question? Better yet, what are his biases? I have tried to say what I 

think the readers want to hear, not what I want to say or really believe for that 

matter. 

This passage interests me on a number of levels. Hrst, there are the assumptions Tony 

makes about his readers, or more likely, the reader who is grading him-me (and the 

academic audience I represent). He assumes that a persuasive challenge to a text 

necessitates the belittling of its author. And then later, in his "classic" conclusion, Tony 

assumes his readers prefer it to the answers suggested by the critical questions that follow 

it Indeed, most composition teachers want students to ask and explore such questions. 

Why does Tony believe I would prefer otherwise? 

Second, there is the fact that Tony goes back to reread Hamill's essay, thereby 

discovering through the lens of his first essay that he manufactured a feeling in order to 

write persuasively. As such, I begin to realize how he feels forced to manufacture 

conviction in response to an essay, and that it is this feeling which grants him the authority 

to write. As he explains, 'There are times when I get really into something, some issue, 

and it is those times that I truly feel my writing is powerful." Clearly, his response to 

Hamill's essay wasn't one of those times. As a teacher, this passage encourages me to 
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explore with my students ways to generate intellectual curiosity that don't necessitate 

complete support for or disagreement with a text's thesis. In fact, Tony's essay seems to 

speak to the limitations of pro/con essay assignments, where students are expected to take a 

clear-cut stand and then defend it Such assignments legitimize binary thinking and, as 

Tony describes, box smdents in, forcing them to choose black or white, and leaving them 

no room for the grays of indifference and ambivalence. These assignments also send a 

clear message about what we as teachers believe about writing: It is true (good, powerful, 

persuasive) when it springs from deep conviction; it is false when it originates in 

indifference. 

I'm tempted to end my analysis of Tony's essay here, but I feel nervous, so I know 

there is more to be said. And what needs to be said is this: How do I know Tony isn't 

doing the very same thing in this essay-manufacturing a feeling that he believes his reader 

wants to hear? I read "[t]his statement is one-hundred percent false" and "that wouldn't 

bother me in the least," and the conviction of such totalities prompts me to ask, 

"Really? Is that 
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EPILOGUE 

ON LACK, PROGRESS, AND PERFECTION 

It's hard to write a conclusion for something when that something is about revision. 

How do I decide to finish here and now, and not there and later? Deadlines help, of 

course. And boredom and fatigue do what they can. But I still find myself resisting this 

tnove toward closure. It makes sense that someone so in love with revision, so attached to 

potentiality, resents a genre that expects her to finalize, to summarize, to end. 

Epilogue'. 1: a concluding section that rounds out the design of a literary work 2: 

a: a speech often in verse addressed to an audience by an actor at the end of a play 

c: the final scene that comments on or summarizes the main action. 

Every semester at least a handfitl of students writes that their goal for the course is 

to leam how to write the "perfect" paper. My recovering good-girl, the one who always 

felt the pressure to be perfect, who learned early not to speak or act or move unless she 

knew she was right, cringes. I worry: How can I help these students revise, to take risks 

and get messy with their language and their thinking, if they're so hung up on perfection? 

How can I help them understand that writing doesn 't lead to perfect Truth, that it simply 

leads to more writing? 

* * * 

When revision and feminism meet, we are obligated to examine the concept of 

progression: the belief that, with hard work, tomorrow's version can be better than 

today's. As I've worked on this dissertation, I've struggled with the tension this key term 

creates. That is, as a writing teacher, I do believe that students' drafts can and should 

imixx)ve over time. As a feminist, I need to believe that society can change for the better. 

But as a writer who identifies with postmodernist thought, I don't want to buy into the 
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myth of linear progression, the belief that history can be written as a story of continuous 

improvement In my process of writing this dissertation, I've done, I'm sure, what many 

of my students do when their beliefs, needs, and theories create seemingly unresolvable 

tensions: I've ignored them. As one part of me repeated, "you need to deal with 

progression, Julie," the other part, the louder part, kept answering, "yeah, okay, but later. 

Later." 

When later arrived and I finally braved Fbucault, looking for passages where he 

trashes the concept of progression, you can imagine my relief when I discovered I had 

misread him. In fact, in a passage that seems written to me personally, Foucault explains: 

I don't say that humanity doesn't progress. I say that is it a bad method to pose the 

problem as: "How is that we have progressed?" The problem is: how do things 

happen? And what happens now is not necessarily better, more advanced, or better 

understood, than what happened in the past (50) 

When we study our past assuming that it has improved, we fail to see and therefore be held 

accountable for the histories of our re-gression, those instances when we behaved badly, 

when we ignored the suffering of others, or perhaps when we caused such suffering 

ourselves. A progressivist method thus leads us to abandon these instances in favor of a 

story line that makes us look better, but it also, ultimately, fails to help us understand 

ourselves as we really are. It is this ability to see ourselves truthfully, flaws and all, that is 

necessary for humanity to progress. 

As a forward-looking gesture, progression is cc»nmitted to understanding the 

present so that the future might improve. But such a gesture also recognizes that there's 

something lacking in the [H^nt that must be contended with if our drafts and our lives are 

going to progress. Typically, from our students' perspectives, this something 'backing" is 

considered an absence that if only they had access their teachers' minds and preferences 

they could insert and all would be well. But instead theorizing lack as a flawed absence. 
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I want to think of it as an unheard and potentially transformative presence, something that 

is already in the draft but is currently and unconsciously being ignored. Such a theorizing 

of lack gets our students away from rereading their drafts from the position of always 

already failed writer, a belief that, according to Donald Murray ('Internal"), leads many 

writers to associate revision with the shame-based feeling of "having" to rewrite. 

The French feminists, of course, have modeled for us the revisionary potential of 

theorizing repressed presence. When confronted with theories of psycho-sexual 

development that position woman as always already lacking, as incapable of accessing the 

symbolic order except through relationships with men, they responded with ecriture 

feminine, a language of woman that 

reverses the hierarchy of male and female sexuality... by enunciating woman's 

sextial embodiment as the general model of sexuality and showing male sexuality as 

a variant of it... Instead of lack, woman's body is oversupplied.... Woman's 

sexuality is not one, but two, or even plural, the multiplicity of sexualized zones 

spread across the body. (Dallery 290-91). 

They thus revise "woman-as-lack" into theories of women's language that serve "as a 

constant, repressed threat to the patriarchal symbolic order" (Weedon 55). The Rrench 

feminists' revisions thereby expose that what is lacking is not "woman" at all but rather the 

patriarchal psychoanalytic theories that ignore the fullness of a sexuality that threatens 

them. 

By attending to the unheard presences in our texts and in our lives, we have the 

means to make them more whole. Expressing her understanding of perfection-as-

wholeness, Nancy Mairs writes; 

I really did, and do, believe that my life is perfect, although I recognize that certain 

details of it-like my own advancing debilitation by multiple sclerosis and my 

husband's metastatic melanoma—might seem from the outside to forbid it such 
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status.... The truth is ... that although "perfect" may mean "flawless," it may 

mean "consummate" or "whole" as well, and it is in this sense that I cherish my life 

as I could not, perhaps, without its flaws. (Voice 1-2) 

Becoming more whde means being willing to embrace what we'd sooner not have to, the 

"lacks" of our texts and our lives. It means being willing to resee the negativity of our 

experience in ways that transform our futures. 

When I am asked to lecture to students about revision, I always start by reading the 

above passage and then asking them to think about the lab reports they've written in science 

classes. I remind them of how, when plotting data on the X-Y plane, they are instructed to 

draw the best-fit curve, the line that best approximates the movement of the experiment 

Because the line is an approximation, it comes near to but does not intersect most of the 

charted data points. As students in science classes, we learn that this approximation is the 

best thing going. We are told that had we done the experiments perfectly, if we'd 

performed them in a sealed vacuum, let's say, or if we'd stopped breathing long enough to 

keep our hand from shaking, then there would be no error, and there would be no need to 

approximate. (Mathematicians call this sort of reasoning liand-waving." We know we're 

human, after all, so let's work with what we've got and see what happens.) Most of the 

students I talk with nod their heads vigorously; some of them have just come from classes 

where they've had to write these kinds of reports. Relying on our shared ethos as 

struggling scientific writers, I remind them about how, in almost all scientific experiments, 

one point inevitably falls outside the approximated curve. In fact, this point falls so far 

outside the best-fit curve that if we were to include it we would no longer have a curve at 

all. So we are told to ignore it We are told that the point is an anomaly. Maybe we 

tripped while pouring the beaker. Perhaps we started our measurements with the wrong 

end of the ruler. Whatever the reason, our egregious human error necessitates that the 

point, for the sake of the whole, be ignored. 
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This is the very point, of course, that in writing, while revising, we arc obligated to 

follow. We must follow it closely and carefully until our texts as we know them fall apart 

and we are thereby authorized to begin again. 1 tell my students to look for this point in 

their conclusicHis. "What's there that doesn't seem to fit?" I ask. "What are you tempted to 

cut?" Or I tell them to reread their drafts, looking for passages they've already scratched 

out for the sake of some obvious but limited whole. I explain to them that revising requires 

us to pay attention to the ideas and passages we wish we could ignore. I tell them that 

when we can hold off long enough to allow our papers to fall apart, they become more 

whole. When my students look at me funny, I smile and try again. I ask them to think of a 

time when they saw a person they thought they knew well change when encountered in a 

radically different context. 'The person didn't become more perfect," 1 explain. "But he or 

she did become more whole, for you, in your eyes." I describe a few such moments from 

my life, like when I heard William F. Buckley play jazz piano like a mcxister. Or the time 

at my friend Barry's funeral, when one of his former students, an ex-con, talked about 

what Barry had meant to him. I tell them about how so often we only experience each 

other, and ourselves, as the tip of an iceberg, and if we can, through our revising-and 

before our funerals-help each become more whole, we are doing something that matters. 

We are, in fact, progressing toward perfection. 

When I teach revision, I strive to make the Denidean deconstructive project a 

reconstructive one as well—a process wherein a writer realizes that her current draft 

contains all it ever needs for perfection. Now begins the lifelong task of rereading it in 

order to hear those silent presences that will make it more whole. 

* t * 

In her summary of the [xsstmodem project, Jane Flax explains how 

postmodernists construct stories about the Enlightenment in which the disparate 

views of a variety of thinkers, including Descartes, Kant, and Hegel, are integrated 
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into (and reduced to) one "master narrative." This master narrative then serves as 

an adversary against which postmodernist rhetoric can be deployed. (30) 

As someone trained in rhetoric, I'm not surprised by this move to create a common enemy 

to work against I've done it often enough myself. But now, as I write this epilogue and 

reread Flax's passage, "disparate" and 'Yeduced to" emerge for me with more pressing 

importance. I realize that in constructing my opposition, I inevitably reduce its 

complexity. I engage in what I call synecdochic understanding, using part of something 

to represent the whole. I have, for example, read about postmodern theory, but I haven't 

read enough Descartes, Kant, and Hegel to understand how and why their views conflict 

Instead, I've joined the rush to group them together as thinkers whose shared belief in a 

"rationalist and teleological philosophy of history" (Flax 31) marks them as ironically 

unenlightened. It is in this sense that a rush to convergence is most troubling to me: 

when our rush to establish our own authority denies the wholeness of others. 

t * * 

We can't read everything, of course. And our language theories tell us that we'll 

always leave something out, even when our intention is to say it all. And yet, there are, as 

I hope this dissertation has demonstrated, strategies for writing that make reductive 

convergence diffictilt. For example, I invite you to summarize cleanly this epilogue for 

someone who has not read it Can you do it? If not, is that because it's poorly written, or 

poorly read? Let's try something else entirely. Let's say I wrote it like this because I want 

to show you how texts that ccmtain obvious pockets of silence create gaps out of which you 

can respond. And, too, I wrote it like this because I want you to respond, to make 

cormections with me, ones I haven't yet made. But most importantly, I wrote it like this 

because I want you to feel invited into this discourse in such a way that you can't write 

about me and my work without being conscious of your own tendency to reduce it, to latch 

on to some part of it, and to use that part to represent its whole. 
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» « « 

In May I attend a Buddhist service led by a monk visiting from Tibet The space is 

filled with colorful murals, offering bowls, many different kinds of people—some in long 

flowing dresses, some in shorts and T-shirts. It's already hot, and I am nervous. This is 

only ray third time. I don't wait long before we rise in silence. We clear the aisle for our 

visitor, who is quickly surrounded by adoring faces, most of them bowed. He walks 

slowly, shaved head bowed in return, a small smile on his aging face. When he speaks, he 

is hard to understand. I try to hold on to the rhythms of his English. He tells me to be 

patient, to pick up what seems to make sense, and to give up on the belief that I must 

remember everything he teaches today for me to benefit from spiritual practice. 'Think of 

these lectures as Dharma flea markets," he jokes. 'Tick up what you like for now and 

come back for more later." 

Today he teaches me about humility. 

* * * 

/ suppose a wholer version of revision recognizes that we must also accept things as they 

are, people for who they are. We've got to accept this because, in the end, when the paper's 

handed in or the history gets written or the relationship falls apart, we 've got to be held 

accountable. 

* * * 

My scene begins with a rhetorical triangle. There is someone saying something to someone 

else, and what is being said is said in a particular time and place, for particular reasons. There is a 

writer's effort to be believed and a reader's need to be appreciated. There is reasoning and, we can 

hope, passion. When it is over, there is satisfaction, persuasion, belief. 

The curtain falls, and another triangle takes the stage, one where the three vertices 

of hope, help, and purpose are wrapped in an awareness provoked by pain. 
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If writing is prcx:ess of making room for love, and I believe that it is, then what I've 

learned-through this writing, through my students, my teachers, myself~is that revision is 

a process of making room for pain. 
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NOTES 

' Feminist scholars working in rhetoric and composition studies have attempted to explain 
why feminist theories came relatively late to the ^scipline. Both Lx>uise Wetherbee Phelps 
and Susan Wall, for example, hypothesize that the influential cognitive studies conducted 
by women in the discipline (i.e.. Rower, Emig, Perl) focused attention on individual 
writers and their cognitive abilities, which made consideration of the social—the domain of 
feminist thought-difficult. In "Composition Studies from a Feminist Perspective," 
Elizabeth Flynn speculates that the absence of feminist theory in composition studies could 
have been due to the time-consuming teaching and administrative demands of women in the 
disincline that make research and pubUcation difficult She also explains that rhetoric and 
composition studies emerged after feminist studies, and, as a new and vulnerable 
discipline, its emphasis was on defining itself rather than on importing outside theories. 

^ Susan Jarratt's influential Rereading the Sophists is, of course, a major contributor to 
ongoing disciplinary conversations atout feminist rhetoric, as she argues that the sophistic 
deconstruction of binaries such as a philosophy/rhetoric and man/woman, as well as the 
Sophists' "emphasis on habit and practice, on historical contingency, and the rejection of 
essence" (70), necessarily situate feminist rhetoric as a sophistic rhetoric. 

JoAnn Campbell's Toward a Feminist Rhetoric: The Writing of Gertrude Buck is 
another example of historical study that problematizes my earlier assertion that feminism 
"arrived late" to rhetoric and composition studies. 

Rae Rosenthal's "Feminists in Action: How to Practice What We Teach" is an 
example of one teacher's attempt to demonstrate the place of feminist rhetoric in the writing 
classroom. Assigning feminist writers such as Cixous, Lakoff, Gilligan, and Tompkins, 
Rosenthal argues that students realize the existence of another Idnd of scholariy writing, 
one that is less combative, definitive, and formulaic and more anecdotal and questioning 
than is academic discoui^ generally. And in tiie intertextuality and self-referencing of 
many of these essays, there is a spirit of cooperation, a sense of building upon one anotiier 
than in place of one another" (145). 

Rosenthal's essay raises the important question: Is there a difference between 
feminist writing and feminist rhetoric? For my purposes, I argue that the two can overlap 
but need not be synonymous. For example, it's possible for a feminist to write an essay 
that does not enact a feminist rhetoric like the kind Rosenthal describes (See Jarratt's, 
"Feminism and Composition.") It's also possible for someone who does not identify as a 
feminist to deploy the moves described atove. 

^ See Kathleen Blake Yancey's Voices on Voice for a discussion of contemporary 
controversies related to the theory and practice of voice in composition studies. This text 
also includes a comprehensive, interdisciplinary annotated bibliography of works that 
discuss voice and related concepts, such as ethos, style, and narrative. See also Darsie 
Bowden's article "The Rise of a Metaphor" for a succinct gloss of how theories of voice 
influence composition pedagogy. 

" In Deaf studies, writers typically differentiate between "deaf," which indicates a 
profound hearing loss, from "Deaf," which serves as a cultural rather than a pathological 
identifier. As such, it's possible for a person to be deaf but not Deaf (as is often the case 
for deaf smdents who are mainstream^ and cut off fnxn the Deaf community). A person 
can also be hearing and Deaf, which is typically the identification used by hearing children 
bom to deaf/Deaf parents. I^r the purposes in my article. I will use the lower case to "d" 
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to refer to deaf people whose cultural identification is unknown. I will use the upper case 
"D" when referring to the discipline of Deaf studies and self-identified Deaf people and 
when quoting/paraphrasing sources that use the upper-case D. 

^ Padden and Humphries make the point that publishers have solidified this linkage by 
frequently putting "silence" in the titles of books that address issues pertaining to deaf 
people and Deaf culture. They also discuss how Deaf publishers have assimilated to this 
norm by titling their own publicati(xis Silent Worker and Silent News (91). Their 
observation suggests how metaphors can simultaneously identify, empower, and threaten. 
It also calls into question my decision to title my essay as I do. 

® Neisser points out that "the deaf themselves were never adverse to learning speech. They 
fully understood its advantages, but they balked at the cost. By the beginning of the new 
century, it was clear to them that the price they would have to pay for speech was their own 
manual language" (30). 

^ It is important to note that there is difference between ASL and manual English. The 
former is the signing system preferred by the Deaf community. The latter is a system of 
signing that pa^lels the grammar of spoken English. Manual English is often used by 
interpreters so that speakers do not have to pause after every major linguistic unit While 
manual English is recognized as being important and necessary, it is not the language of the 
Deaf. (See Brueggemann 413) 

' Smith's interpretation forces me to recognize and confront one of my own previously 
unacknowledged readings of a "silent person"; namely, that someone who stays silent 
when s/he could or should sp^ up is hiding something. I'm thinking now of the OJ 
Simpson murder trial, and Police Officer Fuilmian's decision to "take the fifth." Although 
he had the constitutional right to do so, his decision to remain silent when he could have 
spoken out in his own defense made me think he lied in his earlier testimony. In a study 
examining lawyers' reactions to opposing witnesses' moments of silence, or pauses, Ann 
Graffam Walker confirms my own gut riding of silence in the context of the courtroom 
when she reports that lawyers are more likely to view a hesitant witness as an 
untrustworthy witness (66). Several of the lawyers she interviewed revealed that they 
specifically listen for a witness's pauses, for such breaks in the ordinary flow of Q and A 
suggest th^ a wimess might be lying (6^. 

However, Walker's study also suggests that a hesitant witness is only perceived as 
being untrustworthy and a potential liar wten those silences are read by opposing counsel. 
In the ears of the lawyers on the other side, these silences sound like thou^tful, 
contemplative moments, spaces that enable a witness to gather his or her thoughts and 
formulate an intelligent response. By contrasting the reactions of different lawyers to 
wimess hesitation. Walker demonstrates the contextual nature of silence and argues that 
"the nature of the attributions associated with silence depends on the position of the 
observer" (73). 

' Elizabeth Ellsworth makes the point that this model positions the teacher at the center of 
knowledge and students as alwa>^ already outside it, thereby legitimizing what Ellsworth 
views as paternalistic attitudes toward "student empowerment" Her argument is a 
persuasive one, as it challenges assumpticxis and raises troubling questions about 
pedagogies designed to liberate students through the articulation of their "authentic" voices. 
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I've also seen this essay anthologized as "Black Men and Public Spaces," a better title, I 
think. The difference gets me thinking about the politics of titling excerpted essays. 

" Several readers of this chapter have asked me why I don't cite Women's Ways of 
Knowing, as its authors discuss in detail women's epistemological development in relation 
to metaphors of silence and vdce. While I acknowledge the importance of this text in 
feminist theory and feminist compositicn in [^cular, I am interested in the contextual, 
disruptive nature of silence, those recurring silences that emerge even after one believes she 
has "come to voice." I therefore theorize silence as an always-present form of language 
rather than an early and undeveloped way of knowing. My discussion also challenges the 
progressivist model that suggests a person moves out of silence by "coming to voice." 
(See chapter one.) 

Spanish language symbols such as tildes and accent marks are not available on this 
software, Micrwoft Word 6.0. These absences further support Anzaldua's argument about 
the ways in which the language suppression limits the construction of identity. 

In choosing more recently pubUshed texts to analyze, I don't mean to suggest that 
experimental writing within the field is a recent i^enomenon. As Lillian Bridwell-Bowles 
has argued, forms of experimental writing can be found in texts as old as Plato's, as his 
multivoiced dialogues surely challenge contemporary generic conventions regarding the 
academic essay. Instead, my purpose in choosing texts by Welch and Miller is to 
emphasize how one specific type of experimental writing-multigenre texts-promotes a 
rhetoric that invites scholars in the field to rethink the ways in which genre conventions 
create and restrict the development of academic identity. 

As David Franke reports in a study of the citation practices in feminist composition, 
feminist rhetors use what he terms lateral citation" for precisely the reasons Welch 
describes. Instead of relying on vertical citations, which set up in order to tear down, 
feminist rhetors cite other authors as a way of oxmecting with and building upcxi a shared 
body of knowledge. As Franke explains, the piactice of lateral citation involves writers 
responding to other writers and joining an ongoing conversation, one in which a speaker's 
"identity is often estaUished by ccnmection with others rather than argument against them" 
(376). 

See Appendix A for a rough draft of this essay. 

I decided to interview male graduate students (rather than male professors) for several 
reasons. One reason is that I wanted to talk with people who teach undergraduate 
composition, and most of those people at the University of Arizona are gi^uate students. 
Also, I thou^t I would feel more comfortable talking with my peers; in turn, I thought my 
peers would be more open with me. 

The following is a copy of the memo I distributed: 

June 30, 1997 

TO. (Teacher's name] 
M^e WritingTeacher 
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FR; Julie Jung 
Female WritingTeacher 

RE: Will you help me with my diss? 

As part of my dissertation research, I want to talk to male writing teacher about their 
experiences teaching writing to male students. Would you be interested in talking to me 
about this? 

If so, I'd ask you to read (before we meet (nervy, aren't 1? asking you to read 
something!)) a copy of Robert Connors' Teaching and Learning As a Man." I'd supply 
you with a copy of it It was published in College English in 19^. It's a good essay, and 
I think you'd fmd it interesting. 

My goal is to hear his argument better, and 1 'm hoping you can help me do that. If 
you're interested or would like to know more, please fill out Uie bottom portion of this very 
business-like memorandum and return it to my mailbox in ML 445. If you're not 
interested, please recycle. Thanks. 

Please check one; 

Fascinating! Of course I'll participate in your study. You can call or email me at 

I heard you were ABD. So, you've actually started to write? Don't you have to 
do a proposal first? And isn't this interview business just another avoidance strategy? By 
the way, I'll talk with you. but you have to buy me coffee or something. Call/email me at. 

This is a feminist plot of some sort You secretly hate that Connors essay and 
want to trap me somehow. I need to know more before I can ««M»(agree to read and talk 
a b o u t  h i s  e s s a y .  C a l l / e m a i l  m e  a t . . .  

[Insert your own message here] 

Some of the men who agreed to be interviewed responded to the memo as follows: 

"I'd be happy to talk with you- but I'll warn you up front—two of my least favorite words 
are gender and issues. PS: I don't answer my phone, but I do return messages.*^ 

"Is it okay if I can't/never learned to read?" 

" [home phone number], 'cause every chick should get my number. (Ha! Ha!)" 

"Who provides the disguise? And if I'm ever a candidate for political office, will my 
participatioa in your s^y surface as to incriminate me?" 

" Excerpts from interview transcripts appear here with each interviewee's permission; 
names have been changed for confidentiality. 
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For examples of publications that demonstrate research conducted and written 
collaboratively, see "Collaboration, Cooperation, and the Writing Self (Yancey and 
Spooner), Singular Texts/Plural Authors (Ede and Lunsford), Reading-to-Write (Hower et 
ai.), and Literacy Events in a Convnunity of Young Writers (Goodman and Wilde). 

While space limitations keep me from pursuing this second half in more detail, I do want 
to say that I first wrote about Burke and I^ato as a second-year PhD candidate in a Classical 
Rhetoric seminar. The course was taught by a professor who loved the old Greeks but 
could not bring himself to contextualize their writings historically or politically. Because I 
am a contextual learner, I struggled throughout those sixteen weeks to find an answer to the 
nagging question: Why am I studying this"? I felt alone in my attempts to make classical 
rhetoric meaningful to my research and my teaching. My landing on the term purpose, 
then, is very much connected to my personal strug^e to find a sense of purpose in a course 
1 very much disliked. 

Some comments on my selecting this article as my case in point are in order here. First, 
as I say in the body of the text, this article is not overtly postmodern in that each speaker's 
piece follows a straightforward narrative line and, for the most part, de^ite the inclusion of 
some student voices and writing, they are univoc^. I was, of course, limited in the 
research studies I could choose from, as the written form I am advocating is only just 
beginning to make its way into the field. However, rather than lament the inadequacies of 
this sample for my purposes, 1 would prefer to reflect on what we can learn them. For 
example, the first speaker ve^ carefully tells her readers how the distinct voices should be 
read-through the problematics of difference and authority. As such, she gives her readers 
the transcendent terms discovered by the research term. The last spe^er essentially 
presents the team's findings in a concluding essay that strives to sum up their results. In 
both cases, the spe^ers tell us very little about themselves and their pailicipation in the 
research team; their voices are, in effect, silenced by the team's desire for a clear direction 
and a tidy ending. Fmthermore, each of the five remaining speakers sums up the 
implications of her experience in a neat concluding paragraph at the end of her narrative. 
What these observations suggest is that even those researchers who seek to enact the 
implications of their feminist theories and methodologies are bound by traditional notions 
of coherence that "sometimes reduce complex phencxnena or erase differences for the sake 
of developing coherent theories" (Kirsch and Ritchie 24). My purpc^ here is not to 
condemn these researchers; on the contrary, I commend them for their willingness to risk 
something new and, as such, to break the ground that has fostered my own work. Rather, 
my purpose to reiterate how difficult it is to repm feminist composition research when 
researchers—even those who are willing to experiment-are restricted by conventional 
written forms. 

I wrote a first version of this essay in spring 1994. I've since taught six more semesters 
of composition and "come out" as a feminist in the classroom. 

See Appendix A for the rough version that generated this reading; the revised version 
appears as chapter 4. 

° Of course, as my initial reading of Connors' essay makes clear (see chapter 4), I was 
indeed a very angry feminist 
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The student writing reprcxiuced in this essay appears with each author's permission. 
I've changed their names for confidentiality. 

" A few other contextualizing "texts" studied that semester are worthy of mention here. 
On the second day of class, one student (Tony) discussed the Dylan Thomas poem, 'T)o 
Not Go Gentle," which he had recently seen recited by Rodney Dangerfield in a movie 
called Boci^ to School. This student, who was very vocal all semester, said he liked the 
line, "rage, rage against the dying of the light" I can't remember now how we got onto the 
subject of that poem, but I adinit^ that I'd never read it, and then, because my student's 
energy around the poem was so contagious, I found it and photocopied it for the rest of the 
class. The following class period, I passed it out, and that same student read it aloud. We 
talked about the poem, why it appealed to so many students in the room, and how 
Dangerfield's recitation of it in a major Hollywood film is one example of intertextuality. 
That poem and the phrase "rage against the dj^g of the light" were mentioned often 
throughout the semester—it b«2une a kind of inside joke that we referenced whenever one 
of us used the term "intertextuality." 

In the second unit of the course, a student-run text selection committee prop(%ed 
five or six possible texts, one of which the entire class would read for the second major 
essay assignment Some of these texts included: Gone with the Wind (the movie ,̂ Calvin 
and Hobbes (collected strips). The Simpsons, Machiavelli's 77iePnnce, and Camxis' The 
Stranger. For two class periods, students discussed which text they wanted to read and 
why, and the debates were heated and emotional. The most conventionally "good" 
students were very upset by the notion of writing a college research paper ba^ on a TV 
show or a comic strip. They WOTried about finding persuasive research in the library and 
connecting it in a way that produced an A paper. Other students were excited about the idea 
of researching a nonconventional text, and argued that because TV has such influence in 
contempoi^ culture, it would be useful for them to learn strategies for researching and 
analyzing it At the end of the second class, we held a vote, and Camus' The Stranger won 
by one. 

The students' debates generated several more class periods in which we discussed, 
"what counts as a research-worthy text, and why?" For the midterm, I assigned David H. 
Richter's essay, "Falling into Theory," which builds on this question and asks students to 
consider what, how, and why they r^. I asked my students to reflect on their semester-
in-progress, analyzing what they've been reading, how, and why, and asking them to 
consider how the course has both supported and challenged dominant hterary paradigms. 
For many of my students, this midterm essay assignment served as an early rough dMt for 
their thiid essay, the self-reflection. 

Bnally, I can't conclude this note without mentioning that it was during the spring 
1997 semester that the University of Arizona's men's t»sketball team won the NCAA 
championship. Underdogs throughout most of the tournament, the team, led by two 
juniors and no seniors, b^t powerhouses like Kansas and Kentucky in nail-biting games 
that went into overtime. Th^ of my students attended the flnal four in Indianapolis. One 
student was in the pep band. On the day the team returned to T ucson, the school held a 
huge "welcome home" pep rally in the football stadium. I went to it, but had to leave early 
to meet my ccanposition class on time. Many of my students were late. We spent the 
majority of that class period discussing the final games-pivotal plays, where we watched 
them, with whom, and what we did afterwards. It all had very little to do with writing and 
a great deal to do with feeling connected by a ccmmon thread that felt stronger and more 
magical than us all. 
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Margaret Atwood's story is about a young woman named Christine and her efforts both 
to connect with and separate herself out from the attentions of a visiting foreign student 
Atwood's telling of the story is intentionally ambiguous: Is the foreign student simply 
unaware of cultural norms, or is he stalking and threatening Christine? The story's 
ambiguity generated wonderful classroom discussions about the process of creating an 
"other" and how class- and gender-based values influence that [M-ocess. For example, 
many of the women believed Christine to be the victim of a stalker; many of the men 
believed that Christine was simply the unfortunate recipient of an overly enthusiastic 
admirer. 
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APPENDIX A: 

TOWARD HEARING THE IMPOSSIBLE: A MULTIGENRE 
REVISION OF ROBERT CONNORS' 

•TEACHING AND LEARNING AS A MAN" — ROUGH DRAFT 

A few days ^o, a fast-beccnning good male friend of mine asked me what I was 
doing on Saturday night For a moment, I couldn't remember, so I asked him the same. 
"I'm watching the Tyson-Holyfield fight," he answered. 

"Oh," I said. And then I remembered: "I'm doing the opposite." 
'The opposite?" 
"Yeah. I'm going to the opera." 
We laughed. And then I pushed the envelope. "Or maybe I'll protest the bar where 

you'll be watclung that rapist fight" 
My friend was quiet for a moment, then nodded. "Yeah. That rapist" 
More silence, and then quietly, carefully; "He's a tragic rapist, though, you know? 

Can you hear that?" 

Could I hear that? In many ways, my friend's question tests the limits of what I 
think I'm able to hear. I was raped once, as my friend knows. I'm a feminist, a woman 
who's read a lot, academically and otherwise. I know some things about the myth of the 
black male rapist I'd like to think I know a few things about social constructionism and 
boxing and Tyson and how all of that works to produce what my friend terms a "tragic 
rapist" 

But there's more I can know, I realize. And learning it necessitates that I be able to 
hear it But could I hear thafi 

Take baby steps, I'm reminded. Start small. So I turn elsewhere, to less 
personally tumultuous grounds, knowing that being able to hear the thing I can't stand to 
hear is probably the very thing I need to be hearing. 

In 'Teaching and Learning as a Man," Robert Connors ticks me off, makes me 
an^, begs me to demolish his argument with an avalanche of lopcal, articulate, 
in^sputable counterattacks. I know this feeling well, this nearly instinctual urge to defend 
and destroy. He's hit a nerve. He's saying something / need to hear. 

On the surface, that something seems pretty straightforward: Male writing teachers 
struggle in their attempts to teach male students because they-the teachers-lack a kind of 
self-confidence that would enable them to see themselves as "men of wisdom." They are 
deeply confused over the available stances they can assume as male students' mentors, role 
models, teachers. In a society that desperately ne^ stable, strong, intelligent, nurturing 
men, Connors' essay probes, "do male teachers have enough confidence in themselves as 
men really to accept the responsibility of teaching younger men, and the burden of being 
models of manhood for their students?" (151). 

A good question, one that prompts me as a reader to respond, "Why do male 
teachers lack such conflttence?" 

Connors' answer is an interesting one, historical, thoughtful, and it's what pisses 
me off. In short, he argues that back when rhetoric was {xiblic, agnostic debate, men knew 
how to be "men." But then women started going to college, and men felt foolish 
conducting such arguments under their gaze. They also felt compelled to protect their 
"weaker" colleagues from such attacks, so they opted instead for a "rhetoric suitable for 
women" (142)— composition. So, now we have a kinder and gentler rhetoric, but how are 



227 

male teachers supposed to teach it? No longer is the adversarial role appropriate. And now 
men are confused about how to teach. 

M(xe specifically, Connors argues that male writing teachers are because 
feminism's influence in tUs relatively new discipline has i^ormed "many of the deep 
sUiictures of the field" (142), creating what he c^s both a feminized and an increasingly 
feminist discipline. For Connors, women's entrance into and success within the academy 
has fueled made teachers' confusion in two ways. First, our physical presence has forced 
men to change their competitive, hierarchical male-to-male bonding rituals (which Connors 
says now exist only within sports and fraternities). Second, our application of feminist 
theories to critique histories of rhetoric as well as writing pedago^es has made many of our 
male colleagues, who, like Connors, are sympathetic toward the feminist project, uneasy 
about claiming their identity as men in academic circles 

Thus, Connors faults feminism for men's confusion and lack of self-confidence as 
men. That is, because male academics have been so heavily influenced by feminist theories 
and their applications, they have come to "distrust [their] own abilities to mentor younger 
men" (144). They don't want to be the patriarchal oppressors their feminist colleagues 
work against, and yet they don't ioiow how to claim a kind of non-oppressive self-
confidence that would mark them as "men of wisdom." He faults feminism not only for 
making men confused about their identities as men, but also for failing to consider men's 
issues as they relate to teaching and learning. As Connors argues, "the feminism within 
and the feminization of composition pedagogy that have become such powerful parts of 
composition studies today have not made much room for male students~or male teachers" 
(156). Thus, Connors sets up men's confusion as feminism's lack. He feels alienated by 
feminist writers who fail to consider him as a possible audience ("... I seldom felt that 
what I read was 'about' me in any personal way"; "I have been reading feminist work for 
almost twenty-five years now and have long considered myself a strong advocate of 
women's issues. But I seldom felt that much of what I read was 'about' me in any 
personal way" (143)). Furthermore, he faults feminism for fociising on issues that affect 
women at the exclusion of men: 

[T]he actual discussions that went on in feminism were nearly always about how 
these issues impinged on women's lives. Men might be in the picture as 
oppressors, or as support staff, or (very occasionally) as fully drawn figures with 
pr<^lems of their own. But feminist a^yses have overwhelmingly dealt with 
women's roles, issues, and problems. As they should have." (143-44) 
(Emphasis add^) 
This section of Connors' essay is most curious to me. In it, he blames feminism 

for failing to theorize issues as they relate to men, thereby finding fault with a movement 
based on the very foundations that define its existence. That is, he blames feminism for 
being feminist What is feminism, after all, if not a pcditical movement designed to analyze 
and address "women's roles, issues, and problems"? But then in a curious pivot, Connors 
ends his tirade against feminism by giving his consent to its mission; And they should 
have. 

Here we go. 
As a feminist, I have trouble hearing Connors' argument for a number of reasons. 

First, by blaming feminism for men's o^usion, he risks positicming himself as an 
"abandoned male," not the most rhetorically persuasive strategy given, as his description 
would have us believe, his audience of powerful feminists/pro-feminist intellectuals. His 
complaints that feminist writers fail to address him as a man—their failiu'e to appeal to him 
personally—tell us more about his need to feed his ego than they do to provide us with any 
serious critique of feminist theory. This strategy also serves to undermine his self-
professed support of feminist gods. That is, if he truly understood feminist ideology. 
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wouldn't he be able to do a better job of theorizing his exclusion? After all, when I read 
bell hooks, for example, I, a white woman, can check my feelings of abandonment by 
reminding myself, "maybe she's not writing to me, and maybe there are good reasons 
that" With this perspective, my job then becomes one of cUscovering those good reasons, 
not slaimning hooks or flnding fault with her because she's failed to include me. 

And I'm not at all convinced that feminists in the academy and, more specifically, in 
rhetoric and composition studies, wield the kind of power Connors thinks we do. Despite 
the general lip-service paid to feminist ideologies within academic circles, feminist 
academics still struggle in their attempts to ch^lenge and revise hegemonic institutional 
beliefs and practices. As Gesa Kirsch's research compellingly illuminates, feminist 
scholars experience difficulty estabUshing their authority as academics because their work 
shakes the foundations upon which that authority is traditionally built Because feminist 
scholarship often experiments with genres, addresses wider audiences, and strives to make 
interdisciplinary linl^ges, it raises questions about the politics of academic discourse. And 
while we can argue these questions need asking, raising them has serious material and 
political consequences. Specifically, Kirsch reports that scholars whose work disrupts 
traditional notions of "good" scholarship have a harder time getting published and more 
difficulty finding reviewers who are familiar with their cross-disciplinary work. The 
connection between getting published and holding real ]x>wer within the academy is an 
obvious one, and yet Connors overlooks it By failing to consider the research of scholars 
like Kirsch, Connors conveniently side-steps the academy's present-day resistance to 
feminism. 

While Kirsch's work demands that we re-evaluate the success of feminism within a 
larger institutional context, Theresa Enos's research invites us to focus in on women within 
rhetoric and composition studies in particular. More specifically, her work challenges 
Connors' implied assertion that women have got all~or most of-the power in this field. 
(By the way, I don't want to make the same mistake Connors makes and conflate "woman" 
and "feminist" A womanly presence is, of course, not a necessarily feminist one. Y et 
documenting women's strug^es to access power in this discipline is an important first 
step, for it enables us to imagine the even greater struggles of self-identified and practicing 
feminists.) 

If Connors is the advocate of feminism that he says he is, and I have my doubts, 
then I respond to his feelings of exclusion, his lack of social support, by telling him to 
educate other men about how they can berame men in ways that don't oppress women, 
people of color, ^ys and lesbians. Despite his supposed support of the feminist project, 
Connors undermines it by creating a feminist/man binary thiu, in the end, simply serves to 
reinforce patriarchy. To get out from under the binary, Connors needs to articulate a men's 
movement that doesn't depend on its exclusion from feminism, but rather acts as a separate 
and necessary complement In short, I would encourage Connors to foster connections 
with men so that together we might undermine patriarchy, not feminism. 

Uh oh. Do you see what I'm doing? I'm countering, but I'm not hearing. As I 
reread my critique of Connors' essay, I hear my own anger, the ways he's triggered me 
into a defense of a feminism, but in so defending I've closed down the space I need to hear 
his position. 

If you're like me, at this pdnt you're asking: "Why is she so compelled to hear 
what he h^ to say, anyway?" My answer resides in the following passage: 

If male teachers are having problems constructing themselves as men of wisdom, 
male students are having problems simply constructing themselves as men. It is 
widely acknowledged, I think, that the colle^ years present young people with 
their most complex challenges of self-definition. Such self-definition is difficult for 



229 

both men and women, of course, but because of the ways boys and men are 
acculturated, the construction of manhood in this culture is immensely lonelier than 
the construction of womanhood. (Connors 146) 

When I recently asked a friend what she thought the common thread was among multi 
genre texts, she responded, "Loneliness." And heie it is, in Connors' essay, briefly, 
quietly. I think I missed it the first time I read it I'd not heard it before, nor do I feel like I 
fully understand it now, and yet, somehow, I think it's Connors' most important point; fAe 
construction of manhood in this culture is immensely lonelier than the construction of 
womanhood. I can hear loneliness. I am sitting here, before this computer, 
simultaneously writing and resisting writing. I'm listening to Roberta Flack sing an old cut 
of "It Might Be You": "Something's telling it might be you. Telling me it might be you. 
All of my life I think we're gonna ne^ some time. Maybe all we need is time. 
Something's telling me it might be you. All of my life." The groove is slow, funky. It 
reminds me of the end of Tootsie, when Dustin Hoffman's character meets up with Jessica 
Lange's. The connection is tense but hopeful. They'll get together, don't you think? 

The loneliness is what I resist when I write. It's what I fear. Solitude I like, I 
need. But loneliness, confronting it on a daily basis, is excruciating. My stomach tightens 
as I plunge to these depths. What I would give for a warm, loving body in the adjacent 
room. In my fantasy, he's reading something. His quiet presence is comforting. At any 
moment I can pull away from this keyboard and go sit beside him, commiserate over our 
mutual frustrations with writing, with life. He'll make me laugh, and I'll feel connected 
again. 

He's not out there. Even my phone is turned off. I can hear Flack, and I can hear 
loneliness. 

This small sliver of connection is enough to make me want to revise Connors' 
essay so that I might start to hear it more fully. His essay is ripe for such a revision 
because he's attempting to use a trope familiar to many feminist writers; exclusion. More 
specifically, he ar^es that as a man there is no serious place for him to discuss issues that 
affect men directly within a disciplinary context where feminists wield "increasingly real 
scholarly and institutional power" (142). Furthermore, he contends that in a discipline 
concerned with teaching, scholars must s^proach gender issues wholly. Because I agree, 
I'm motivated to help Connors make a more rhetorically persuasive argument, one that can 
be heard by an audience of scholarly feminists. As such, I will first describe feminist 
revisionary strategies that facilitate a feminist rhetoric. I will then apply these rhetorical 
strategies in a feminist, multi genre revision of Connors' essay. My goal is to create a text 
that both honors his argument as it makes itself heard to an audience of feminist readers. 

In The Disobedient Writer: Women and Narrative Tradition., Nancy Walker 
analyzes the rhetcnical strategies of women writers who seek to revise a literaiy tradition 
frcxn which they have been excluded. She examines how women writers revise particular 
kinds of fiction^ and traditional texts-Bible steles, fairy tales, and canonical texts, like 
The Scarlet Letter-thai establish and legitimize a dominant cultural tradition. Women 
writers choose to revise these wide-spread, "public domain" stones in such a way as to 
expose patriarchal assumptions in the original. Their versions offer a kind of intertextuality 
that re-sees the word/world and examines the connections between original and revision, 
patriarchy and feminist theory. 

Walker's central argimient is thatrevisicsiary, feminist writing—what she terms 
"disobedient" writing— differs frcxn common textual appropriation because the feminist 
writer's motives differ 

Because d* the way in which Western literary traditions have been formulated,... 
most male writers who have appropriated and revised previous texts have worked 
within a tradition that included them and their experience, whereas women writers 
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have more commonly addressed such texts from the position of outsider, altering 
them either to point up the biases they encode or to make them into narratives that 
women can more conifortably inhabit (3) 

Rather then endorse the values of the dominant cultural by continuing its narrative, a 
disobedient writer seeks to "expose or upset paradigms of authority inherent in the texts 
they appropriate" (7). 

W^ker's an^yses of feminist, revisionary texts are helpful because they outline key 
characteristics of a feminist rhetoric. One such characteristic is the move to retell a "public 
domain" story, what we sometimes think of as history, through the lens of a previously 
peripheral or marginal point of view. By conferring agency to this slighted point of view, 
the feminist rhetor is able to do two things. Brst, in m^ng cotmections between revised 
and original texts, she exposes the constructed nature of all texts. She positions her story 
not as the story but instead as one among many. Second, by revealing the constructed 
nature of texts, the feminist rhetor disrupts patriarchal notions of universality. The fact that 
the new story refers back sufficiently to the original demonstrates the author's awareness of 
her text as a construction; it's a kind of metafiction wherein the writer casts her story as one 
among many. Rather than hold hers up as Truth, her self-consciousness about her text us a 
revision of a prior text engages the reader, prompting him to question to "truth" validity of 
all texts. Now instead of one Truth there are many versions conspiring to attract out 
attention, asking to be believed. In a feminist, i^tmodemist context, these two rhetorical 
strategies are persuasive because they communicate to the reader the writer's knowledge of 
history as always partial and situated. 

Furthermore, in the revised version, the previously marginalized character is now 
granted authority as speaker, and is therefore ca^Ue of questioning and challenging the 
very forces that oppress her. As Walker explains, the sp^er is 

enmeshed in a culture whose values denigrate her, and yet [she is able] to stand 
apart intellectually and comment on her own situation with an emotion^ detachment 
expressed as wiL This double consciousness is the narrative analogue to the 
process of revision; the character is both within history and outside of it, feeling 
the force of the moment and at the same time exercising a rhetorical freedom from 
it" (163) 

Susan Van Dyne terms this t^ of double move "narrative displacement," which occurs 
when a flctic^ character is inserted in a dominant story with an awareness of her own 
subjectivity. That is, the "other" gets to be in the right place at the right time with the 
added bonus of being able to comment on the conditions of her own subjectivity. By 
granting story-telling agency to a previously marginalized point of view, the revisionary 
writer/feminist rhetor creates a space for ironic commentary: the narrator is in cultiire in 
such a way so that she can experience it and critique it at the same time. 

This ironic, double space is another important characteristic of feminist rhetoric, for 
not only does it demand that readers see at least two versions of truth, but it also forges a 
ix>nd between writer and reader and thus disrupts a writer/reader binary. Citing Wayne 
Booth, Walker explains this bond as follows: 

The ironist presents statements that the reader recognizes as being untrue, and the 
reader, rejecting these statements, must then determine what the author's real 
meaning it and mentally reconstruct a statement that mc»'e nearly conforms to this 
meaning (155). 

Irony creates a bond between writer and reader because they're both "in on it," so to speak. 
And, because the writer's/character's point of view is not obvious, the reader shares some 
of the responsibility for making meaning. Thus, the writer's creation of an ironic double 
perspective creates readerly work: rere^ng, reconstructing, revising. The reader is 
forc^ to ask, '^vhat is true here?" The question itself demai^ that she recognize the 
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existence of other possibilities and construct for herself the best meaning in this particular 
context; it reveals the situatedness of the reader's own knowledge-making, which opens 
spaces for other situations, other points of view. By forcing such readerly constructions, 
ironic texts hold both the writer and the reader responsible for meaning-making/meanings-
raade. 

Connors himself uses this kind of ironic double persp^tive at the start of his essay, 
and it's what creates an initial bond between us. Describing his experiences conferencing 
with one "barley" male student who came to his office for help, Connors writes: 

When he had gotten as thorough a set of marching orders as he could draw from 
me~and I, young prof, was happy to disperse my gems of wisdom in good detail 
to those astute enough to ask for Aem—he depart quickly and with relief. (137) 

Mocking himself and out-of-date pedagogies that hold the teacher up as knowledge-
disseminator, Connors wins me over. "Marching orders," "gems of wisdom," "those 
astute enough to ask for them." I see the two of us, drinking coffee, our eyebrows raised, 
maybe one of us is laughing. We're remembering those early days, how much smarter 
than our students we thought we were, how much we didn't know about teaching and 
conferencing and joumaling. We can laugh now, of course, because those days are behind 
us. 

Or are they? For me, Connors' description wins me over because some of what he 
says still holds true. I still feel proud and pleased when students ask me for my "gems of 
wisdom." I walk out of the office, my head a little higher than usual. I feel useful, like 
I've got something to offer and someone willing and ready to receive. Connors helps me 
poke fun at myself, but there's also an edge in bus words. In his description of the young 
prof, I see a hard truth about-one version of~myself; I'm a do-gooder with a big ego and 
pedantic tendencies that border on the hegemonic. His irony shows me that I'm "in on it" 
in more ways than one. 

The initial bond I feel with Connors—we're both teachers capable of critiquing the 
academic culture that creates us~is severed, of course, when he locates his anger toward 
his student within a larger context of feeling insecure about how to relate to this male 
student, which, as I've discussed eariier, he locates within a still larger context of 
feminism's influence in the academy. He could keep me as a reader and make me take a 
hand look at the contradictions, the stereot>pes, the problems that exist within feminist 
pedagogy if he began by making clear the tradition from which he feels excluded. Part of 
that tradition, of course, is evident from his Works Cited page: the Belenky et al and 
Gilligan "Women Ways" tradition, which in its day revised prevailing male-centered 
theories of epistemological and moral development As we know. Women's Ways of 
Knowing and In a Different Voice, the most often cited feminist texts in this discipline 
(although I haven't conducted a definitive count, wouldn't you agree?), are themselves 
feminist revisions of the sort analyzed by Walker they rewrite and revise disciplinary 
narratives by retelling the story from a previously marginalized point of view—women. 
Less obviously Connors' title—Teaching and Learning as a Man (emphasis added)— 
hearkens back to Elizabeth Flynn's often cited and influential tTomposing as a Woman," 
an essay that begins with Adrienne Rich's famous call to revise "men's thinldng." Like 
Connors, Flynn explores linkages between composition studies and feminist theory. Like 
Connors, she cites Women's Ways of Knowing and In a Different Voice, arguing for 
revised writing pedagogies that recognize women's different epistemological and moral 
locations, an argument that, like Ccmors', rests on uncomfoitable genei^ities regarding 
male students' preferences for individual, solitary work and wcxnen's need for 
collaborative, tending environments. Thus, we find Connors in the difficult position of 
wanting to retell a recently retold stoiy. That is, that tradition from which Ccxmors feels 
excluded is a quintessentidly feminist tradition of revision. 



232 

For Connors to enter this tradition, to fit in by not fitting in, he would need to 
embark on a disobedient reading of the Women's Ways tradition. In other words he must 
retell that tradition from a marginal and previously unheard point of view in such a way as 
to "expose or upset paradigms of authority inherent in the texts" he appropriates (Walker 
7). Furthermore, his task is all the more difficult because he must rewrite the prevailing 
ti^tion without returning to patriarchal foundations that the first retellings sought to 
disrupt That is, he can haidly enter a feminist tradition by making patriarchal claims. 
Unfortunately, this is exactly what he ends up of doing, as I discuss earlier. But rather 
than abandon Connors precisely when he ne^ me most, I choose to cling to that sliver of 
connection and ask: who is it that's being excludedherel Who's voice yet to be 
heard? Surely we've heard Robert Connors composition scholar, well-known and 
respected historian. In fact, we hear this version of Robert Connors in the bulk of his 
page essay. But on page 149, someone else steps in, briefly but powerfully: 

If, like many of us, you were a nerdy kid picked on by the tough guys, dealing 
from a position of (provisional) power with their contemporary incarnation is a 
relationship filled with unspeakable issues. 

Cotmors is referring to problems male teachers have connecting with certain types of 
"burley" and "agg^sive" male students who challenge them in out-dated but nevertheless 
omnipresent agonistic ways. But what interests me more here is not the content of 
Connors' point so much as the emergence of this nerdy kid from the shadows, the one who 
was picked on, the one who goes silent in the face of those unspeakable issues. Who is 
he? What was school like for himl How did he cope? As a feminist, I hear "unspeakable 
issues" and I turn an ear toward keener listening. My mind races, wanting to get to know 
him, wanting to hear his story, realizing intuitively that knowing his story would help me 
help my male students to write. 

But I don't get to hear his story, the very point of view that might disrupt prevailing 
asstmiptions and help us to understand male sti^ents' emotional silences and 
"inexpressivity" more fully. Indeed this one thing about which Connors is virtually silent-
save the reference to the nerdy kid-is his own schooling experiences, his own struggles 
overcoming emotional constriction. In short, the one thing that could save Connors would 
be for him to live up to the implications of his tide: what does it feel like to teach and learn 
as a man? 

Teaching and Learning as a Man: A Multigenre Revisicxi 
In the Spring of 1997, when I first realized that I wanted and perhaps needed to 

hear Connors' argument more fully, I wrote a memo and distributed to all of the male 
gi^uate teaching assistants who teach writing at the university of Arizona' Because my 
initial reading of Connors' argument was fill^ with so much anger, I wanted to hear how 
my male colleagues understood his argument and what reactions, if any, they had to it 
Thirteen of my colleagues agreed to read Connors' essay and then be interviewed, and I 
met with each of them for approximately cme and one-h^f to two hours. We met at coffee 
shops around Tucson, in the Student Union Mexican restaurant in the graduate student 
lounge, at my apartment We talked about teaching, mentoring, poetry, friendship, life. 
While excerpts of these interviews are not intended to convey any statistical significance, 
they did help me begin to understand what my male colleagues experience as writing 
teachers and learners. As such, I offer their insights to my readers in much the same way. 
Through their words, I hope to give voice to the emotion^ silences in Connors' essay. 

Q: What do you think Connors' is saying in his essay? 
That there's no mentoring going on. The older male to yoimger male mentcsing. And it's 
really strange because I've been thinking about this issue a lot lately. When I turned in a 
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draft of my manuscript to [my advisor], I wrote him this letter in which I revealed to him 
for the first time since I' ve b^n here that I came here to smdy with him and that I don't 
believe in mentors and I haven't spoken to my own father in 13 years and I don't like older 
men because of that and I don't trust anybody. I don't like to get too involved with people 
on that level. But he's the closest thing to a mentor that I would allow myself to have. So, 
I'm aware of it as a proUem, and then reading this essay made me realize that it's a 
problem for a lot of men. And then it makes me think about when I was even younger 
when I was [an undergraduate] and I didn't want to listen to anybody. Herb Martin, Joe 
Pici, all those guys were failures to me. They were writers who had to teach.. Failures. I 
did not respect them for that reason, and that was wrong. So wrong. It colored 
everything, my whole education was colored, ruined, essentially, by that misperception. 
And now I have guys in my classes that were just like me. And I loiow how to br^ 
through to those people. I got a couple of emails from [a male student] asking if he could 
just hang out with me for a little bit, just to continue to vibe off of me. And he said, "I 
walked into this classroom thinking that this was going to be a disaster. It was a 
requirement and I did not want to have to take this class. I want to skip right to [advanced 
poetry writing].'* I know how to deal with that kind of character because I was that kind of 
character, who didn't want to listen to anybody. But I try to tell them that humility is a part 
of learning to write, because I do know more than you Imow. There's no way that I 
wouldn't I'm older than you are. I've been at it longer. And it doesn't matter who I am 
or what I do with my free time or whether or not I'm a failure. They still can leam 
something. But 209 is different from comp. In a way. But in many ways it's not that 
different So, what was the question? Oh, it was about this essay. Okay, so that's what I 
realized from reading this, how much of a problem that is. 

Men are walteng around in academia like they've got a target on their back. On egg 
shells a little bit And maybe we should. Steven Dunn the poet said that-I'm 
p^phrasing—there's a problem when one gender has eam^ the right to complain, and we 
will all be better off when that situation is righted. And is that fair to say, that one sex has 
in fact earned to right to complain? And maybe what [Connors] is saying in this essay is 
that when you walk into the classroom with that target on your back, wiSi 18,19,20 year 
old males, they see it You need to act a certain way around them because they respond to 
different things. But it's problematic that you have to act a different way for each sex, 
anyway. -John, 33 

I think Connors is sincere. I think he's wrong. He makes a couple of huge errors. 
Reading feminist literature for twenty or twenty-five years is not a credential. You can read 
something for twenty or twenty-five years and read it wrong, which is what I think he's 
done. I get the sense that he's sincere about the classroom stuff. I think he does care; I 
just think he's wrong. I think he makes some classical composition errors in here. "Let's 
not stereotype," and then he just stereotypes the hell out of people. He applies things to 
male students.. .the baseball cap thing... and that women students tend to do well in 
collaborative, nurturing environments... well, I've seen just the opposite. I think another 
of his mistakes is trying to contextualize himself through the lens of feminism. That's not 
what it's there for. A lot of men misread that on a lot of different levels, even though... I 
guess the phrase now is that this is the third wave of feminism ... it's still developing and 
uneven on many levels. So to try and... women as I understand it have a hard time 
contextualizing, finding their own place in feminism. So for a man, a traditional white 
male teacher to try to do that just seems fruitless. It's not the point of feminism. 

There's an anxiety in the classroom, definitely, that has to do with male teachers 
and young men. I'm challenged all the time. Igetcockylittlefuckers, buta) it'snotjust 
men, but that's not what we're talking about here. He's right about some of those labels. 
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Do you be the buddy; do you be the harsh inquisitor? I've been through ail of those, and 
I'vejust accepted that as normal now. You lave to do whatever worte. I've been 
challenged like he has, on the testosterone level... "poetry is for fags ... why are we 
reading this?..." ... that sort of thing. That's why I'm saying he's sincere. He put that 
part very well. What do you do about those guys in their basel^l caps? I have a 
completely different take than him, though. I don't position myself really as any of those. 
One mistake he makes is he assumes the classroom can't operate on earned respect He 
uses that phrase.. .when in fact, that's my goal, even if it takes the first two or three weeks 
of the semester. I let them know from the get-go that I'm a student, too. I'm not here to 
deliver wisdom. I tell most of them on the first day of class, "if you're looking for that 
kind of advice, quit school right now, learn how to surf, spend a year in France or Africa, 
come back and dedicate a year of your life to charity, spend 30 or 60 days in a county jail, 
get your heart broken a few times, then come to college. It makes much more sense." 
That's just to let them know. "But since we're here let's [laughter] read some poems. So I 
do aspire to that earned respect thing because I couldn't carry off that false sense of 
authority. It would be a joke. So I position myself both intellectually and even right there 
in the classroom configuration physically as more of a student And it seems to work. It 
works. So I disagree with him that he doesn't believe you can develop earned respect in 
the classroom and I think you can. I don't think he gives students much credit He sees 
them as very one-dimensional. I don't know if that's a generational thing. -Scott, 42 

What Cotmors is saying depends on what you view a freshman class as supposing to be. 
[laughter] Well said. He talks about becoming a mentor and teaching men how to become 
men. It sounds like something out of Robert Bly, who is not someone that I'm a big fan 
of. Are we teaching them how to write papers in college classes, or do we have this sort of 
bigger mission of some kind. I don't know if I'm really comfortable with that Also this 
self-consciousness about becoming a role model is another thing that's a problem. In 
situations where you've had positive relationships with professors, that steins from.. .1 
actually wrote this is in a note in the margins... doesn't that stem from an academic 
relationship first, a certain kind of interest that's shared, or an enthusiasm that you have for 
something? Rve-sixths of the kids in these classes couldn't give a crap about what you're 
talking about So this idea of manufacturing an avenue for us to send out touchy-feely 
feelers to these students... I wonder how valuable that is... aren't your students more 
apt to be attracted to you if you actually taught them something? Or is it the content of the 
class that can lead to that bridge? Woildng mentoring into the curriculum seems like a 
weird thing to do. Maybe I'm being too hard on the guy. He talks about that paper he got 
from the kid who shot the horse and how terrible it is I totally disagree with what he 
has to say about that He talks about "why is no teacher tnave enough to say, 'what have 
you done to correct this wrong?'" I don't know if I really agree with that, that you have to 
be some sort of moral teacher. It seems up front that that's not a relationship you'd have 
with anybody. —Todd, 25 

«««««* 
Tuesday. July 15. 1997 5:30 am 

Yesterday was utterly moving and exhausting. The men I interviewed were so 
open, honest, treated my work with a respect and a seriousness I did not expect. Listening 
to each of them, I thought, "how miraculous this is, to be sitting here, learning about their 
lives, their fathers, their friendships." They all impressed me-they're so smart! John 
talked about his dad and poetry and not feeling pulled toward older men. Paul also talked 
so openly about growing up lonely and desperately wanting a male mentor figure. I was so 
touched, couldn 't believe these men were making themselves available to me in that way. I 
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sat there and realized how much they needed to talk. I tried my best to be a good and 
willing listener. After my interview with John I told him about how I cried the morning 
after his poetry reading, feeling the cumulative weight of shitty fathers on the lives of men I 
love. 

****** 

Q: Are you a mentor to your male students? 
Well, I don't have time—unfortunately~to be too many prople's mentors. And I feel like I 
choose people who can most benefit from and who ne^ it and who have the most 
potently. Like that Josh kid. I zmi his mentor. I am. He was in my 102 class, my 209 
class, I get together with him, he declared himself a creative writing major because of me. 
He's got so much talent and so much potential. In any way, if I can help him out, I will, in 
any way that 1 can. I read his stuff. His very resprotful of my boundaries. I mean, we're 
friends. Definitely. He listens to me. If he has a big decision to make in his life he'll call 
me up and run it by me and I have no problems telling him. After a 102 class one day Josh 
and I were hanging around and he just all of a sudden broke down crying because his 
father had tried to borrow money from him. And he's like a scholarship dorm kid, barely 
making it, sells lemonade at baseball games to make a little money. Here his father is 
trying to borrow a 100 bucks. He doesn't need that It was just too much pressure for 
him. And at that point it was kind of like at that moment I was jarred into thinking, "I 
could do some good here" and I had already jarred him into thinking. "Okay, this is 
somebody I maybe need to get to know a little better." I think he h^ the same problem [as 
I did when I was a first-year student]. He's in a lot of pain-intellectual and emotional 
pain—but he saw his way out a little bit. He could see out of his own head enough to seek 
out. "John, 33 

In some ways, yes. I grew up with two older sisters and have a friendly relationship with 
my father. It's good, but it's incomplete as far as mentoring goes. Growing up I often 
fantasized about having an older brother and having people listen to what I had to say and 
respect my opinions. But the responsibility of mentoring is something I'm uneasy about 
I'm pretty much isolationist I don't answer my phone. I don't want to deal with people. 
It's kind of selfish. For example, one of the first mentoring scenarios that happened was in 
the first semester I taught last year. The first person that came to my office hours came the 
first day after one or two classes and came to talk to me about what he was going to write 
in his first paper. He sounded very confused, reluctant to even talk about it He was very 
shy. I had a big chew of tobacco in my mouth, and it took 15 minutes for me to realize that 
he was coming to me because he was lonely. He's from Minnesota and felt totally out of 
place, had no friends, and was really just reaching out to me. It really hit me. I was like, 
"wow." It touched me, and it also alarmed me to the responsibilities I had. Here's this 
jackass chewing tobacco. What kind of impressicHi am I setting for him? I didn't think 
about it to this degree then, but thinking about it now, I'd say that's the kind of mentoring I 
project Be yourself. Do what you want to do. I really have a problem with the "right 
thing" to do, all the propriety and roles. That's a big part of my novel. The narrator's 
distaste for ̂ 1 the rules at this ve^ strict boarding school. That's part of what I dislike in 
academic writing in general: hiding behind the role of academician or professor.... So 
many academic essays I read, I read the conclusion and say, "oh, all I had to read was 
this." [Laughter] It's like reading the New Yorker's movie reviews. 

[Can we get back to the kid from Minnesota? What happened to him throughout the 
course of the semester?] Halfway through the conversation I resized that he was Aere for 
other reasons, and I tried to reach out for him and I felt sort of su^rised by the wei^t of 
the responsibility. It was the first time I'd ever been in that position in my life. I think at 
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that point I tried to talk to him about other stuff. What was going on? What about home? 
What did he miss about home? I think he left feeling better about things. But from then on 
he'd be in almost every week. He was really cute. He came in one day... I always do 
this big diatribe on literary fiction vs. genre fiction... I went off on [in class one day] 
about why A Tune to Kill is such an a^ul movie and doesn't address racism and they're 
like, "oh, it's great," and I sort of had a temper tantrimi about why that's not true. So, he 
came into office hours the next day and said, was wondering, you know, what books do 
you read?" So, I started giving him books and we had this little book club. He was into it 
He came back several times, and then he's going to be in my 210 class in the fall—fiction. 

He wrote some really powerful things. His personaJ exploratory essay was about 
his father abusing him basickly. He had moved... he spent the first 17 years of his life 
in one place and then he moved between junior and senior year in high school and was 
really traumatized by that He also had a pretty troubled relationship with his father. So it 
was about conflicts between him and his father and how his older brother was the 
intermediary who was living outside of the house. He'd go to his brother's house anytime 
shit hit the fan at his house. His father would hit him, throw him around. That's what was 
in the essay. He has an incredible voice, a really namral voice as a writer. I encouraged 
him to write and write fiction. So that's been good. I'm trying to think of others. It was 
kind of touching. My sisters all know my teaching stories. They always ask about it I 
have this paranoia that if I'm getting too close to a male student they're going to think I'm 
gay, think I'm interested. I'm uncomfortable with those boundaries. They're unfamili2u' to 
me, not the sexual ones but the teacher-student relationship. In the MFA program it's so 
informal, classes are so small. That distinction is very bluny between teacher and student 
What kind of relationship is that? Is this like somebody who when I see him I want to dive 
behind the garbage can so 1 don't have to be on? I feel like I always have to be on when I 
go on campus. I'm like, "I'm not on, okay? I just want to get my fucking mail and get out 
of here." -Tony, 25 

I had a fellow who was in both my 101 and 102. I had him for two semesters. He was 
just the most violently obnoxious person I'd ever met He absolutely undermined 
everything I did, both in the class and cn the listserv. He refused to budge. He dressed in 
all black. I swear to god he was a crack smoker. He's sort of a lunatic. I still can't figure 
it out to this day ... I've known him for a year... he was an asshole in class, an asshole 
on the listserv. But when he came to office hours or if we passed each other on campus 
and sat on the planter [he was] the nicest guy in the world. And I used to ask him, "what is 
your deal?! Why are you nice to me here? Why can we talk here but in class..." He 
would just shrug it off. At the beginning of the spring semester 102 he told me, "I'm 
intimidated by all of this. In high school I was the tough guy. I got all the girls. I owned 
three electric guitars, a car. I come here and everybody's cooler than I am." So he was 
lashing out L^hing out at me because I like poetry, the evil thing. And I still get emails 
from him to this day. He quit his fraternity. He realized that wasn't for him. That's 
someone ... I would never put this on my teaching self-evaluation... he was someone 
who needed to be told to grow up. Whether you're supposed to do that in a writing class, I 
don't know. I don't know. But he took his writinjg seriously, more seriously, after we 
had talked. Before it was just taunting; "I think this. What are you going to do about it?" 
He's an example who obviously I'm still thinking about. I think I've been a role model to 
a few people specifically in academic concerns, not so much personally. I have some real 
de^seated beliefs about college life and learning and all of that, and I do urge those, if I 
thii^ I have a willing audience. I do urge those. We learn not for school, but for life. 
They like hearing that, to be reminded that we're not just doing this for the grade. You 
shouldn't be here ... you're supposed to be here for other, more exalted reascms. No 
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one's ever told them that Ever. I kind of get off on seeing the scales fall from their eyes 
when that happens. Academically I would like to be a role model in that way. -Scott, 42 

The one that comes to mind immediately was a student I just had last year. 1 had him for 
two semesters. He was in 101 and then in the spring 102 class. He tracked me down. 
Smart guy, a little older than his peers, and had the potential to be a very good writer. But 
because he had things going on in his life-he was working his way through college, all 
this king of thing—there was always something that prevented him from getting the paper in 
on time. He didn't do as well as he should have the first semester. The second semester 
was different His final paper was the best student essay I've read. I think—I hate to use 
the word "bonded" because I think it that's such a cop-out, cheesy excuse for what actually 
goes on between people-he indica^ that he liked writing and that he wanted to do it. And 
I total encouraged him. He had what it took, even if he wasn't getting in A's in class, he 
had more talent and insight than most of the other students that 1 had been working with. 
That relationship was something we developed and I hope to see him again because not 
only is he a really a interesting and quite a keen thinker and very aware of what's going 
around him, he's also a gentleman and a nice guy, quick to laugh. I suppose the same 
things I look for in the males that I become friendly with and have maintain friendships 
with. I can't think of too many. —Dan, 29 

«««««« 
Friday. August 8. 1997 9:00 am 

Yesterday I interviewed Tony and afterwards I felt so much love for Mm, for the 
men who open and share and tell me about their struggles with such strong and willing 
hearts. He didn 't want the interview to end-again, ̂ re 's that energy thm says, "we 've 
only just started. I'd like to tell you more." He talked a lot about his prep school days arui 
pUmns the athlete and •yearning for a male mentor. His pain remmds me of Paul's. I'm so 
thoroughly touched by these men. 

Q: Do you view any of your male teachers as mentors? 
This is a weird one. When I was an undergraduate and when I was getting my master's 
degree, 90% of my teachers were women. I don't like men much. It's tough to put into 
words, this part of it I think let me think for a second. This is good stuff. I never 
knew the stem inquisitor type until I came here. Six years of school before this: four years 
BA, two yeais master's. Never knew the stem inquisitor type until I came here, so it's 
really new. It's like the movies. I've sou^t out... [silence] I don't know what it is. I 
really don't know what it is. I'll have to tlunk about it [silence] I guess the experiences 
I've had with male professors is that they tend to probe me a little more. That doesn't mean 
hold me to a higher standard. That's not true at ̂ 1. I feel less... not as taken as 
seriously. I can't tell. This could just be an individual thing. But when I think back the 
women advisors I had ... mentors ... seemed just truly interested, seemed to have good 
solid concern about my progress. With the few male professors I've had it almost seemed 
like a check-list "Okay, what are you taking? Okay, great" I don't know if that's purely 
just individual coincidence or if there's something there. I don't know. But I've never 
really felt the kind of connecticm with male professors that I've had with women 
prcMfessors. After nailing Connors for making sweeping generalizations, I hesitate to do the 
same thing, but it's my experience. I don't Imow. The profess(»^ I keep in touch with are 
women professors, two or three. I still communicate with them. There's no sense of 
urgency to keep in touch with the guys. I don't know what it is. -Scott, 42 
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This guy exuded masculinity. He did. But he wasn't like a macho guy in any way. He 
was pushing 50, getting close to retirement, told stories in class about Ms experiences in 
the Korean War, things like that He was a 19th century American scholar, which is my 
field now, and 1 attribute a lot of that to him, mentoring in that I had a lot of great 
experiences with him. I took one class with him. The first time around I was a pretty 
green student at the time, and he opened my eyes to a lot of things. I worked my ass off 
and got a B in that class. Two years later 1 took a short story class with him. By then I 
was a published writer. He told the class 1 was a published writer. I threatened him 
because of it, in a funny way, like "you're going to get it" Anyway the story is just that I 
have many fond memories of him. We still correspond. I remember talking to him one 
day in his office and he was telling me that one of his recent realization was sitting in his 
study at home and knowing that he could never read all the books that surrounded him. 1 
think by then I understand the implications of the mixture of reading and writing and 
teaching and mortality. The male figure sitting alone in an office, doing scholastic work, 
looking back on a lifetime of it There's something about that 1 don't think I ever fully 
articulated it properly. He's a great guy. He really is. -Dan, 29 

I have a mentor figure. My father. He's a troubling mentor, but I thank god for him. I 
fear what I would be had my mother been the only one at my helm because she was so 
neglectful. And my father. Hewasn'ttherecompletely, and he wasn't completely my 
faAer, but I've grown under his wing, and I'm glad. He got me into school. He helped 
me get through junior college and then transferring to college. So he's a real source of 
strength for me. [What's he like?] He's very judgmental, and that can be a hard thing to 
live with. I can be very judgmental, but I fight more for a compassionate side. His 
judgment has been a burden and at times has been a difficult thing to live under. 
Everything I used to read I wanted to show him, "Lode! Look Look at this. Here's 
where you're contradicted." I wanted to show him James Baldwin. But I don't feel that so 
much anymore. I'm not so much under his wing. He's also been encouraging to me. It 
used to be we had clashes. One of the best things he said to me when he came [to visit] 
the other day, and 1 didn't ask him to say this, but he said, "You should be an essayist 
You have these ideas." I wrote him a letter a couple summers ago when I drove from 
Louisville to Arkansas and I wrote him about it and he's like. This is a good piece of 
writing.'^ He was really imin^ssed with it And he started to say that I'm a could be 
writer, which has always b^n a trouble spot for me. He's a writer. A successful writer. 
He writes. And he's written some good things, has written a lot of trash, but it's writing. 
Made a million bucks in one year. -Paul, 31 

A few days ago I ran into Paul in the hallway. I had just finished a draft of my 
chapter on Richard Miller's essay, "The Nervous System." I was so excited about the 
ideas I had discovered, what I was learning through Miller about reading for complexity. 
"What I love about that essay," I explained to Pa ,̂ "is that the guy refuxs to be pinned 
down. Just when you think you've got him figured out, he turns things upside on you." 
Paul looked at me. "Oh my god," he said. "You're falling for another man who can't 
commit." 

What's the difference between refusing to commit and demaruiing to be read with 
complexity? 

****** 

In Fall 1995,1 took a graduate course titled Essentials of Reading and Writing. 1 
took the course because 1 realized shortly before that I didn 't kMw much about how to 
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teach reading, and that learning how to do so was important for someone--me--who teaches 
writing. In the course, we were encouraged to explore our own literacy processes as well 
as those of other writers and readers. In my self evaluation of my literacy autobiography, 
I wrote: 

When I first learned that we were to write a literacy autobiography in this class, I 
was excited, and grateful. I've never been in a graduate class (or in an undergraduate one, 
for that matter) where we were required~invited~to write about our own lives. This 
assignment came at a perfect time for me, a time when I'm exploring my own life in ways I 
never have before. I thought about doing a more "nonnal" literacy autobiography, one in 
which I talk about the books IVe read and the writing I've done, and I think that would 
have been interesting and edifying for me. But I kind of wrote ^at last summer, when I 
assigned a literacy autobiography and then wrote along with my students. To be sure, 
there's more to be done with that piece. But I wanted to try something new. For a long 
time I've been rereading my diary, thinking I'd like to do something with it Then, after 
reading rhaxNew Yorker essay (I think it's called "Writing Down Secrets"), I thought how 
great it would be to explore my literacy "roots" through the lens of my diary. The diary 
gave me the forni-autobiography—and the words in it spoke to me of my literacy. 

Through writing this piece, I've come up with a new definition of literacy: literacy 
is a person's relationship to (with?) language. Like all relationships, literacy is hard work, 
a struggle, an on-going process that demands we resee ourselves and the world we make. 
I've learned that my relationship to language is so intimate, that language is so much a part 
of who I am. I feel invigorated to realize that I'm pursuing my life's woiic in a field that 
cares deeply about language and literacy. It's amazing that I somehow ended up here. But 
then again, maybe not. 

So, on to evaluation. I like the piece. I've been wanting to experiment with 
weaving together the personal and the theoretical, to practice what I call "living theory." 
It's hard, but I think I make a good attempt This is my first time writing like this, and I 
want to do it more. I'm sure 111 get better with more practice. My favorites parts 
(strengths, I guess) are the italicized words that fill in the gaps of my diary. They really 
capture how I remember feeling then, but at that time could not say. I also like the points 
where I reflect on writing, revision, and life. My dissertation is in there somewhere. I can 
feel it Now ... for ray worries (also known as weaknesses)... At times I feel I border 
on being too confessional, almost narcissistic. But then I thiiik that my main purpose here 
was for me to come to a better understanding of my own life-in-language, a purpose that 
demands my getting personal. I hope that my revelations and the sense I've made of them 
mean something to someone other than me. This is my biggest worry: that I've written 
something that means a lot to me, but maybe it's so persoi^ nobody else can relate. 

\^en all is said and done, though, I think I achieved my main purpose because I 
feel like I understand my brother better now, that I'm finally in a place where I can get past 
the fear and into loving. And I want to tell him so. 

How to put a ^iade on the himian heart? An A, of course! 
***** 

Underdeveloped Themes Or, 
The Di^ I Never Wrote 

The thing I liked best about my diary was the key. The youngest of five children, I 
worried about my older brothers, esp^ally Mark, expc^ng my secrets, and so I hid the 
key in a place I was sure he would never look: my jewelry box, a plastic, garish thing, 
home to mood rings and beaded bracelets. (Though now I realize that Mark could have 
pried open the measly lock with a bobby pin and an ounce of effort, and maybe he did.) I 
began writing in my diar> when I was in the second grade and still learning how to steer 
myself and my hand across the white, untouched page. The cover of the l^k is itself a 
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marvel; pink and orange large-petaled flowers separated by small white spaces that, 
somewhere along the line, I saw fit to color in with blue ball-point pen. In the petals of the 
center, leftmost flower, I've written my name. Or, what I thought at that time would be my 
name come 8th grade confirmation: Julie Marie Elisabeth Jung. 

Now I can flip the cover easily to find this penciled scrawl: "What you are about 
too read I Julie's feelings. I changed the names to protect the inisents. Just Kidding." 

At twenty-nine and a Ph.D. student in composition and rhetoric, I reread this 
opening disclaimer and am struck by its clear sense of audience: I at eight knowingly 
address a reader. Mark? Myself? Someone with powers to judge and punish? Someone 
with a sense of himior? Years later, when I would encounter this old diary, usually during 
moments of transition—while packing boxes to move, let's say—I would reread this inside 
cover and think that perhafjs I envisioned one day reading my diary with my daughter, a 
fiction yet to materialize, but an audience I nevertheless allow myself to write for even 
now. 

On the second page of my diary, the manufacturer has written in big black letters: 
"THE PROPERTY OP and in the line provided my eight-year-old self has written, "me." 
On the opposite page there is a space to record the year I started writing in my diary: 
" 1974." Below that, where I was supposed to have written the year I stopped writing in it, 
I've scrawled "I don't care." And on August 4,1977, at 15 after eight at night, my eleven-
year-old self sees fit to revise: "I mean here that 1 don't know'." 

Revisions of this sort are common throughout ray diary. I wrote in it on and off for 
18 years, and during many rereadings, my older, embarrassed self could not seem to keep 
from commenting, recontextualizing, rationalizing. For example, on July 11,1977,1 
write: 

Dear Diary it is so queer to write dear diary but I don't know why I do it. I'm 
bored, man that's the only time I ever write in here, today I went to the eye doctor I 
only have to do my eye exersies three times a week. Yippy. I always talk about 
wanting to grow up but when I read this over I dont want to go on but back up I 
don't want to change to the metric system. Bye. 

Half of this entry is written in a stilted begiMer's cursive, which I struggle with for eight 
lines before moving to a more confident print Then, in the space reserved for next day's 
entry, I write the following in a loopy and cocky cursive: 
Excuse me. Today is Feb 11,1979. The Metric System is easy and fun. So there. 

A more striking example of my early revisionist tendencies begins almost a year 
later, when I, an eighth grader at SL Charles Borromeo Catholic Elementary School and a 
straight A student who has never kissed a boy, fill two pages as follows: 

Awards day tomorrow. Graduation and Kings Island. Beth's party (kiss Dave?) I 
love Dave Jauch. I read all those things that say "I love Larry, Pat" and all these 
queer things. Ill probably read this in a year and crack up. But, if Dave dumps 
me he owes me a dollar. I have to read the petitions at gi^ mass. I'm already 
nervice. I'm going with Dave and I'm going around with him at Kings Island. I 
really have to write down some of my thoughts, so here goes. I love him. I'm 
afraid I'll give in to him. But 1 hope and pray he and I respect each other enough. I 
pray God will help me stay pure. I want to a virgin on my wedding night So 
there. But I love him. He (^Is me all the time. I wanna kiss him. Bye. 

Just under a year later, I did, in fact, reread that entry and crack up, adding this refutation: 
Excuse me, but I must comment on the pure queemess of that last page. I can't 
believe I wrote that shit! Well, just thought I'd let you know. 

On July 4,1981,1 reconfirm my older, wiser re^ng and write, "Here, Here!" 
And just about five years later, as a first-year college student, lonely, homesick, and 
overwhelmed, I write: 
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Tcxlay (this weekend) I'm home from school. I'm kind of sick and I have a 
boatload of homework. (What the hell is going on in Chem? And Calculus max-
min problems. God.) After! read this diary I feel like the BIGGEST queer. Well, 
I'm IDEALLY IN LOVE NOW. Believe me. It's been Dean since Janiary and I 
love him so much. I go up to Notre Dame to visit him on the 19th. I can't wait 
No, I didn't stay pure for my wedding night Guess I should've given in to Dave 
Jauch after all. Jesus, I didn't even kiss the kid!! Gotta go read Henry IV, Part I. 

Rereading and structuring this ongoing conversation now, I'm moved by the 
reflective honesty of a young girl who longs to stay young, the awkwardness of a skinny 
adolescent just on the cusp of her burgeoning sexudity, the lonely musings of a homesick 
college student And I'm also struck by the ease with which I discount my own feelings, 
my own expression, my own experience. "Queer" pops up again and again, a Judgment 
from which no key can protect The language throughout my diary reveals the nature of 
my relationship to myself: limited intima(^, temporary honesty. In a way, my diary 
became a kind of self-contract I could write about my life only if I agreed that none of it 
mattered, that none of it was real. 

A mentor told me recently that we can't revise that which isn't written. When I 
reread my diary now, I see the gaps, the erasures, the things I didn't say. My very first 
diary entry, for example, recounts an experience 1 had at a slumber party the night before: 

March 24,1974. Today I came home from Kelly's Sells and just becous we where 
talking a little Kelly had to get wipped. and Troy got 8 pancakes and we only got 2 
and Kelly saind can I have some more pancakes and her mom saind no I'll tell you 
what you can have more of and you already got it once and lam terrified that a 
parent can beat a child at her own birthday party and I remember the dacy Kelly came 
to school with two broken arms and then I hear the crack of the belt and Kelly's 
screams and later she comes back to the room and everyone is quiet until I hear her 
cry and I don't know what to say, except I want to cry, too, and I want to go home 
so bad and at breakfast I can't eat and then mom picks me up and I run to the car 
and lock the door and she asks, "how was it?" I say, "fine," and at home I go 
straight to nty room and unlock my diary and try to write everything down but it 
won't come out right because my handwriting is too wide and I think I'm only 
allowed to fill one page, but I don't worry so much because I think, "if I write this 
down—this much, at least-ril remember it always." 

Entries like these occur sporadically throughout my diary. They say just enough to 
make me remember si^ific moments from my cl^dhood, and when I rere^ them, these 
moments become so vivid and clear that my current memory merges with actual event; the 
two transcend time and space and fuse into one; through language past is made now and 
my life is made whole. 

In a later entry I gloss over the first time (one of CHily two times) I saw my mc»n 
cry. 

And then there are the times about which I write nothing at all. But even for these 
my diary focuses me, reminds me of a season or an attitude, and asks me to remember 
what I can: 

February 14, 1976. Hs^py Valentines Day. I'm all better. I still got the sniffles. 
Sniff sniff! I want to be a pro basketball flayer when I'm bigger. I played with 
Mark and Steve with basket bail but they always fight I also play with Jill. We 
got a hamster named Dudley. It's a girl. (We got her about a week ago). Bye! 
And during days like these, these glimpses of the Spring yet to come, when Steve 
and Mark are so happy to be outside that th  ̂even let me play with them, it's 
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during one of these kind of days that Mark tries to hang himself in the tree in the 
front yard and I cut him down with the hedge clippers (did I?) and I can 7 remember 
feeling anything and I don't remember Mom and Dad doing anything. And now 
when I ask Lori about it she says she doesn't remember it even happening and 
Steve says he remembers but that it was no big deal because Mark just wanted some 
attention and Mark, he lives alone and is miserable still and he calls me out of the 
blue last week (he never calls anyone) and says he's having trouble sleeping and I 
tell him to drink chamomile tea but I don't say "I love you" and I never do. 

Maybe these moments, and there were others like them, never made it into my diary 
because I cUdn't have the language to express them. But I doubt that I think what I didn't 
have was the means to revise them. In the face of such pain and despair, my reader, and 
her "this is so queer" commentary, fouiKl herself out of her league. Moments like these 
violated that unspoken self-contract: they made my life matter; they made it too real for 
words. 

If it's true that we can only revise what's written, maybe it's also true that we can 
only write what's been revised. I think of my first-year college students who come to me 
during my office hours. They tell me they're conftised about the essay assignment and, to 
convince me, they reach into their pint-sized leather backpacks and pull out binders 
overflowing with hand-outs and syllabi. I watch, amused. I enjoy young writers so 
much. And when we finally get to talking, they tell me about their families, their friends. 
They say how different college is from hi^ school, and they confess that they worry about 
flunking out Last summer, one student described in vivid (tetail a party he attended the 
weekend before, a party where a friend of his was shot "You ever seen how somebody's 
hand shakes when he's holdin' a gun. Miss?" he asks. "No," I answer. I think of my 
childhood, growing up in the idyllic peace of suburban Ohio. "No. I've never even seen a 
gun before." He looks incredulous, but he goes on. 

They tell me all this and more, but they don't write it And although I ask them to 
explore issues that matter to them, those that feel important in their own lives, most of them 
don't Most of them remain disengaged and unchanged. They pick topics they've already 
researched and they write neat and tidy conclusions Siat paint a cheery picture of the world. 
When I ask them to revise "to find a more meaningful purpose" (a phra% I write a lot at the 
end of student papers), they typically fix their typos. I us^ to tWnk these students were 
lazy or too busy rushing and going to parties to t^e their writing seriously. But now I'm 
in Ae process of rethiniang my st^ents' silences. Through the lens of my diary, they take 
on new meaning, one that forces me to confront my own. And I hear all of these silences 
speaking to me now, asking me again and again: Why make real by putting into words 
those experiences we feel we are powerless to change? 

My answer is that by writing our silences, we do, in fact, change them. We change 
them because we change ourselves. And in the process we are granted a most unexpected 
gift: a reader who is unafraid. 

««**« 

Q: Did you have a male mentor when you were growing up? 
No. And I needed it so bad. I was in a great deal of pain~as a lot of young men are~that I 
often could not see out of. Noonejarredmeoutof itatall. -John, 33 

Growing up I always longed for that kind of relationship and found it with the boyfriends 
of my sisters, and very often in a destructive way, I think. Some of them were pretty bad 
guys, and I was really longing for that I came from pretty much of a matriarchsd family. 
My mom ran the show big time. I always looked for some male presence. I found it in 



243 

these guys that my sisters were dating, and I think it was kind of dangerous in a lot of 
wa>'s, the triangles that were set up. Later it came through sports. Definitely that's the 
way violence is institutionalized. I played football in college and doing the sickest, 
craziest, most violent things was rewarded. We'd get in fights and br^ things, ail that 
kind of stuff. It had merit in that world. I think my godfather is a real mentor. When I 
was in college I was really into being a jock—lifting weights, drinking beer, getting into 
trouble. At some point I realized that wasn't quite doing it for me, ai^ gradually not what I 
wanted to be doing. My godfather lives in Phoenix; he's sports psychologist So I came 
out one winter and work^ for him, and all my friends in college said I was going through 
rehab, because I'd been doing a lot of heavy chinking and doing a lot of drugs. And I came 
back with a whole new take on college and what I wanted. I quit football and went to 
Spain the next year. That really changed me. There was a lot of momentum behind it—the 
frustration with sports, not seeing myself reflected in those environments. My first writing 
teacher was more of a role model thM a mentor, someone I revered, but not quite idolized. 
It was what he was teaching and how he was teaching it He has an incredibly sarcastic, 
sardonic sense of humor, very, very witty, and that demeanor combined with taking a 
creative writing class for the first time re^ly just blew me away. 

When I was growing up sports were my whole life. The only books I read were 
like the Life of Joe Namath and Dr. J. [laughter]. For a while that was rewarding. I was 
the star. That was my identity. But at boarding school at a place like Exeter where sports 
don't carry nearly the weight they do at other places I felt cynical and frustrated. I felt like I 
wasn't getting anything I deserved. I'd grown up being the star in high school and had the 
number one fan be my father, so I expected the same in college. Obviously it's not the 
same. After freshman year I expect^ to start being the star again, and I wasn't I thought 
I deserved to be, and maybe also realized I wasn't ever going to be. And then I started 
drinking and drugging the worst Then I started playing Lacix)sse for the first time. I 
picked up this new sport and was really into it I work^ really hard, re-invented myself 
with different people, a different sport that I was better suited for. I did refdly well. The 
next year I went to Spain and kind of lost interest in sports altogether because I discovered 
that creative curiosity. Being away, being lost, to use a clichd, kind of set me free from all 
those expectations and those roles. All tlut adventure-traveling, learning a new language, 
it just turned me onto it. Another thought I had that's pretty off the subject, related to the 
theory stuff To make teaching as concrete as possitrie is always a goal for me, to make 
whatever resonate with students' lives. Like reading a story and saying, "haven't you ever 
been in a relationship with someone that you don't want to be in?" And if people say, 
"no," I say, "well, then you probably haven't been in a relationship." [Laughter] ~ 
Tony, 25 

When I think about the first time I was depressed or my early depresncn and that's 
something that's been with me all my life-depression-my feeling is that I wish my parents 
would have been more attentive. I'm not thii^ng of a big group of men. I'm thii^ng of 
my mother and father really being there. And not having that You see, my feeling is—and 
now we're getting into my sort of personal history~I just wish my mother had taken 
responsibility for the fact that I was depressed bemuse she was always prising me and 
saying that I was wonderful. I was like, 'Tm not wonderful. I'm suffering. I'm lonely. 
I'm u^appy. I feel like shit I'm not wonderful. You're fooling yourself so that you 
don't have to deal with it" She didn't take responsibiliQ^ for parenting. I wish that 
families weren't so atomized. I wish that families could be together, that communities 
could be more together. Yeah, that would have been great Cf course I wanted a mentor. 
I yearned for male guidance to show me the way. And I guess also to be there when I was 
depressed and to recognize my unhappiness. -Paul, 31 
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Attempts to Center in the Desert 
South of the Ohio suburb 
where I spent my winter days 
tubing over home-made iced ramps 
down the hill in my back yard 
and my summer nights chasing 
lightning bugs and stcxing them in 
glass jars with ice picked lids 

where I once cut down 
my brother who two years older than me 
at the age of twelve 
decided to hang himself from the maple tree 
in our front yard, close enough to the busy street to earn 
the neighbors' attentions and deep enough 
for my mother's explanation he's just boldng for attention 

south of that suburb is another suburb 
which we used to call the boondocks and is now plotted 
with Homarama homes that spcHl an architecture 
bordering on the grot^ue, angular and huge, 
too few windows and identical decks. 
Where is the light supposed to go? 

I'm sitting in my mother's oldsmobile 
and we've just bought com from a roadside stand. 
Really. We did. 
We're passing streets with names 
like Cobblestone Crossing Court and Tifton Green Trail. 
North of here is where I grew up. 

Later I'll ride bikes with my brother 
through those same streets and we'll hear 
a concert in the park. He'll eat a hot dog 
and a soft pretzel with salt and no mustard 
and I'll notice how knee-length denim jeans 
seem to be all the rage for men in Spring Valley, 
Ohio in the summer of "97. We won't talk much 
and when the concert dies down we'll ride home, 
he in the lead, like he's always been, silently pointing 
out the pot holes and bumps in the sidewall^ 
taking ^ort cuts I don't notice, 
daring me to go faster than I dare. 
I'll remember how we 
after dinner at dusk at just this time of night 
used to chase lightening bugs 
plot their path in space and always guess wrong 
catch them in our hands 
and let them go. 
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During that ride home 
throu^ the Mill parking lot 
past Friendly's Ice Cream Shoppe 
and the Seventh Adventist Church 
I'll understand what homecoming means. 

He's got a Job he hates and a mortgage to pay. 
I can't seem to make him laugh lite I used to. 
Somewhere between that suburb and this one 
we became ordinary. 

7/29/97 

Lately the men I interviewed have been putting things in my mailbox, texts they 
think I should read, pieces that might help me with this essay. One left me a note, telling 
me about PreText's upcoming issue devoted to masculinity studies. Another left a note 
telling me about Laura R. Micciche's response to Connors published in Composition 
Studies. (I haven't had a chance to read it yet). They've given me other things, too. One 
stuffed his old, tattered copy of Ernest Hemingway's In Our Time in my mailbox. He said 
the Nick Adams stories mi^t be something I can use to talk about father-son relationships. 
Tony, the athlete-tumed-fiction writer, gave me a copy of The Exeter Bulletin that contains 
an essay written by a former student-turned teacher. In the essay the teacher describes his 
struggles to "come of age" at the boarding school, and how he sees those same struggles 
reflected in the stones of the students he mentors. Tony thought I might be able to use it 
somehow in this piece. Dan photocopied an article that appeared in his hometown 
newspaper about his brother's premature twins and their much-awaited trip home from the 
hospital. He had talked about his brother during our interview, and I guess he wanted me 
to Imow about the twins. 

I've been stopped in the hall by male graduate students who weren't around during 
the summer months when I first distributed my memo requesting help with my diss. They 
tell me they want to participate, that they've heard about what I'm doing and, as one of 
them put it, have a lot to say atout "dudes and discourse." 

My rereading of the transcripts: knowledge this paper creates; male friendshipK-if teachers 
are supposed to more like their friends, how can male teachers do that? Parenting and 
teaching-how to be tough and nurturing? (see Sheehan). The horse essay and teachers 
who understand it Students who shoot horses and the teachers who love them. 
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APPENDIX B: 

COURSE HAND-OUTS 

Engl 102-114, Spring 1997: Goals, Needs, Fears, Etc. 

You like to read . . . history. Glamour, Vogue, Tracy Hickman, Margrett Weis, JRR Tolkien, 
Anne Rice, Sylvia Plath, Reader's Digest, Michael Crichton, biogra^^es, classics (Steinbeck, 
Shakespeare, Salinger), The Shipping News, all sports magazines, Stephen King, the newspaper, 
USA Today, Tom Clancy, Hemingway, mysteries, John Grisham, The Hot Zone, what interests 
me, almost anything, stiifT re; the health field, Jane Austen, the Bible, personal stories (I love 
details), romance, sports medicine writing, biographies about great companies (Nike, Coca-Cola) 
and businessmen (Bill Gates), autobiographies, Terry McMillan, The Power of One, car 
magazines, Clive Cussler, twisted love stories (if they exist), science fiction, fantasy. Piers 
Anthony, Terry Brooks. 

I Wee to read.. . mysteries (Martha Grimes, PD James), the newspaper (sports, horoscope, 
comment and opinion), poems, short fiction. Vogue, students' rough drafts. 

You're majoring in ... Family Studies, History, Math, Russian, Accounting, Pre-med, 
Engineering, N^crobiology, Business, Biology, Agri-business, Pre-nursing, Pre-education, 
En^ish, PoHtical Science, Communications, Media Arts. 

I majored in . . .  M a t h  ( b a c h e l o r ' s ) ,  E n g l i s h  ( m a s t e r ' s ) ,  a n d  R h e t o r i c ,  C o m p o s i t i o n ,  a n d  t h e  
Teaching of English (Ph.D. candidate). 

This semester you would like to ... grow as a writer, express myself in a creative way. To learn 
how, after I've grasped people's attention, how to keep it To b^me more organized. To do the 
best I can in this class. Become more creative. To do well in this class. 1 hope to gain more self-
confidence about my work, so 1 don't feel embarrassed when people read what I write. To 
become a better writer and critical thirJcer. I believe that as I become a better thinker and analyzer 
my writing will improve. To not get overly bored with this class. I like to read; I would like not to 
get turned off of re^ng due to this class. To improve my reading and writing skills, as well as 
become more aware of Ae type of writer I am. To leara to critically read and respond to texts. To 
improve my writing in gene^. To be able to attack and feel comfortable about writing an essay on 
any subject from start to finish. To do well on a grade standpoint. I always wanted to improve my 
En^ish writing skills because it's a challenge and hard for me to get a perfect paper. To an 
active participant in this class, to perfc»m well, to explore thoughts that have bwn touched on 
today about reading and how it is all around us, to respect and encourage each other in our writing. 
To open myself up as a writer as well as be able to an^yze texts better. To make more corrections 
from my rough d^ts to my final drafts. To explore the writing process. I want to be a better 
writer t^t has a more open mind. I would like to experiment in different kinds of writing. To 
keep up my GPA. To be interested in what we are covering in class. To be able to move on to 
other ^^sh classes. To expand on different genres of writing. To be able to read, write and 
think critically. To be able to think for myself. Togetovermy fear of writing. To keep 
improving my writing skills, to enjoy Eni^ish for the second s^ght semester. To become more 
of a free writer. I want to explore new topics and new styles of writing. To do well, succeed, and 
graduate in four years. To be able to write an essay and persuade the reader to side with me. To 
learn how to develop my ideas and be able to lengthen my essays. Most of the time I feel like I 
have a lot to say, but when I sit down to write it out it en^ up being a paragraph long. To broaden 
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the audience for my essays so that more people are able to understand and enjoy my essays. To 
get past the mechanical errors, learn to make my thoughts flow more coherently. To write more 
creatively and without the restrictions placed in 101. 

This semester I would like to... grow as a teacher, to enjoy teaching more, to somehow find a 
balance between being a challenging and a supportive teacher. To find time away from school and 
teaching just for myself. To slow down. To not talk so much and to listen better. To not get sick. 

You need. . .  O n  m y  r o u g h  d r a f t s ,  p l e a s e  t e a r  m y  p a p e r s  a p a r t  I  r e a l l y  n e e d  t o  h a v e  l o t s  o f  
feedback. 1 need to know exactly what I'm doing wrong and suggestions on how to fix it I need 
my readers to be extremely criticd of my work (both positively and negatively); I thrive on 
conmients or responses about my writings. Criticism along with positive reinforcement Real 
criticism from peers. I need to learn to be more concise. I tend to use run-on sentences. I need a 
lot of constructive criticism. I need to know what is right about my papers and what is wrong. 
Peer reviews and conferences are usually very beneficial to me. I need to know not just what is 
wrong with my writing, but how actually to fix it I need constant feedback and help. I need 
people to tell me how 1 can improve. Positive reinforcement Criticism, but I do not work well if 1 
feel that I am doing terrible. I need my peers to absolutely tell me what they think. No comments 
just to be nice. Comments that are truthful are the ones that help the most English is my second 
language and please do criticize my p^rs and help me to get my English better. I need clarity of 
expectation to do well and achieve a g^t grade. I need lots of constructive criticism. I need my 
"good" points to be brought out as well as what I need to change to improve. I need patience and 
gentleness from others. I also need to have "my time." I don't always talk a lot in class and it's 
not necessarily a bad thing. A lot of it is me just thinking. A lot of feedback/criticism on my rough 
drafts to help write my final drafts better. I need the truUi, no matter what (on my essays). I need 
positive reinforcement at times. Immediate (as much as possible) feedback. Cooperative teachers 
and peers. I need peers to be constructive with their criticism, not to laugh at my mistakes. To be 
blunt and honest, but give me some positive feedback. Motivation, a fun, light-hearted class 
where you can feel and say anything you want The only thing I need is true, honest feedback, not 
just a whole bunch of red marks on my papers. I need constant feedback about my essays. 
Discipline and structure. Conference hours. 

I need. . .  p a t i e n c e ,  r e s p e c t ,  h u m o r ,  f r e e  t i m e .  P o s i t i v e  r e i n f o r c e m e n t  a n d  c o n s t r u c t i v e  c r i t i c i s m .  
I ne«^ to know what you need. I need you to take responsibility for your own learning. 

You 're afraid . . .  M y  t y p e  o f  w r i t i n g  w i l l  n o t  b e  w h a t  y o u  w a n t  I  a m  a f r a i d  t h a t  I  w i l l  n o t  r e c e i v e  
a good grade. I fear being on the spot, such as oral reports. Being overloaded with work and 
under lots of pressure. Failing. Not fully understanding assignments. I am afraid that people 
won't take me seriously as a writer because of my age/inexperience. I fear that after I re^ 
something, I am going to write a response that is completely off topic since I didn't completely 
understand the re^ng. I fear that you will expect me to aiial)^ texts even when they were written 
to be enjoyed, not analyzed. I am always afraid that I may write in a way that my particular teacher 
completely hates. That I will not improve my writing. Ttot I will not receive gi^es that I believe 
are good. Failure in general. I am not quite sure what I am going to do in life as far as a career. I 
always hear, "well, everyone is like that, you'll figure it out soon enough." Well, soon enou^ 
does not suit me. I am scared that things won't "t^ out" Spelling, proper giai^ar, speaking 
out in class. To not do well; to be judged based on my own beliefs. I'm open-minded but I often 
get frustrated with other people being close-minded. To be open-minded doesn't mean to give up 
yourself... it's just to respect what others say. You don't lave to always agree or always 
disagree... just respect and allow others to voice their opinions. No matter what the gr^e, I will 
end the class feeling like I haven't beccMne a better writer. I don't want to feel like I have to write. 
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That I will go through the whole semester without becoming a better writer or learning anything 
about improving my writing. Writer's block. Work that is too boring to perform well on. 
Overwhelming (and restricting) structure assigned to any work. Poor gr^es. Punctuation, 
writing a bad paper, not achieving my goals. That my level of writing won't be up to scale with 
the college level and that it will be comp^ed with a high school level of writing. A year of bad 
reading materials, a bad grade, an inability to enjoy English 102. I only fear tlmt the teacher is 
disinterested in my writing style and therefore I won't do well. Not applying my^lf to my work 
and not writing suitable essays. 1 fear that my writing really stinks! I've been writing a b^k for 
about a year. I have a feeling it is really awful; however I enjoy writing it I will not become a 
good enough writer conducive to being an En^ish major. I will not grow to be the writer I want to 
be. For you to look past the sloppy handwriting and numerous spelling mistakes and read what I 
have to say, not how pretty it looks. 

I'm afraid... that I'll work harder than you, that you'll expect me to entertain you. Of being 
overloaded with work and under lots of pressure. Of failing, of bad student evduations. That you 
don't want to be here and will resist growing and learning. That you think knowledge and grades 
are the same thing. That you had lousy writing experiences in the past 

The Role of the "Other" 

Directions: Read this hand-out, which reviews some of the ideas we discussed in class 
today. Then, as you read Atwood's "The Man from Mars," use this hand-out to examine 
how certain characters and points-of-view function as binary opposites and as Other in the 
story. 

In binary opposite relationships (insider/outsider, man/woman), the first term comes to 
represent that which is "normal" and "universal" while the second term, by virtue of its 
secondary status, is rendered "abnormal," "inferior." Thus, all binary relationships 
represent A/erarcAier rank orderings in which one term is privileged over the second. In 
deconstructive readings, our job is to expose and interrogate these binaries; we seek to 
uncover and question how that which is "normal" is not a universal Truth but instead a 
socially constructed privilege. 

In A Teacher's Introduction to Postmodernism, Ray Linn argues that "the presence of the 
Other is tied to several perennial human problems" (66). That is, people create the Other to 
serve their own self-interests. According to Linn, these problems include the following: 

• the problem of establishing a unified social group. Often we ban together in the 
presence of a commonly perceived enemy, as in the case of war. Our country's enemy 
is "Othered": our president creates an "us vs. them" mentality that fuels patriotic 
sentiments and social cohesion. Another example would be the way in which a campus 
sorority or fraternity characterizes itself as being different from other Greeks: "We' re 
the smart ones; they're the partiers." In this example, "we" define ourselves in 
opposition to '̂ em" in order to build a sense of group solidarity. All cliques, gangs, 
political parties, sports teams, and other social groups achieve this solida  ̂by 
defining themselves in opposition to something else. 

• the problem of evil. This is also know as scapegoating. When we define ourselves as 
"good" and those Other people as "bad," we're ̂ le to deal with the reality of himian 
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evil without having to confront it within ourselves. I notice this a lot when I watch the 
news and the newscaster announces "another fatal shooting in Tucson," and then 
quickly follows up by sa^ng that the shooting is presumed to be "gang related." In 
this example, the binary is law-abiding citizens/gang members. By placing the problem 
of violence squarely on the shoulders of those "bad gang members," we're sav^ from 
the problem of having to analyze how we all participate in the creation and continuance 
of violence. 

In this example. Linn argues that we feel an ambivalence toward the Other it is evil, 
but it is also exciting and appeals to the secret parts of ourselves that we try to repress. 
Thus, we condemn gang violence, but we pay lots of money to enjoy its glorification 
on the big screen. 

• "the desire to rise UP and live a sienificant life in a universe in which we seem small and 
insignificant" (67). People who join the Klan or a militia movement exemplify this. 
For example, by creating an Other whose coming-to-power presumably threatens the 
best interests of this country (Jews, Catholics, African-Americans, women), Klan 
members make themselves feel important and justify their often violent behavior. 

Unit Three: Reader-Response 
Essay #3: Self-Reflection 

The final essay assignment in English 102 is typically termed a "Reader Response" essay. 
This is the language your Student's Guide uses. As your SG explains, a reader response 
approach demands that readers critically reflect on how their own life experiences, biases, 
assumptions, and values inevitably influence how they read and interpret a text. More 
specifically, when you write a re^er response essay, you analyze how and why you-as 
the person you are-make meaning as you do. In a way, the re^er response approach is 
another kind of text-in-context essay. But instead of going to the librai^ to find contextual 
sources, you mine your own memories and life experiences and select specifics that 
demonstrate why you interpret a text as you do. You've already done of a bit of reader 
response wcM'k diis term. For example, I asked those of you who read and responded to 
the hooks essay to examine why and how—given who you are in relation to her—you might 
have felt angry and/or threaten^ by her style and her content. I believe strongly in the 
reader response approach. I believe that, when we acknowledge who we are and why we 
interpret as we do, we write more responsible analyses. We contribute to the ongoing 
cultural conversation in such a way that acknowledges our views as our own, but we also 
open up a space for those who disagree with us to do the same. This is the fundamental 
question that shapes my reasons for teaching writing, why I believe learning how to write 
responsibly is so important* how can we as readers and writers create a gap out of which 
others mi^t feel able to respond? In shcxt, how can we keep the conversation going? 

In units one and two of this course, you learned critical reading and writing strategies that 
helped you closely read, interpret, and respond to a variety of texts (shorts stories, creative 
nonfiction, and a novel). Your job in vour third and final out-of-class essav this term is to 
applv these strategies to a reading of vet another kind of text: vour own life. Specifically, I 
want you to reflect on how you've been reading, writing, thinking, changing, growing, 
learning as a student, a thinker, a writer~a human being-this semester. I want you to 
gather your research-in-progress and remember-or "reread"— everything you've done this 
term-in this class, your other classes, and your life outside of school (here is where your 
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journal will come in handy). How have you revised yourself this term? What has changed 
for you? What have you learned about yourself and Uie person that you are? 

What I'm looking for, specifically... An essay of about 5-7 pages wherein you do the 
following: 

• bring together some of the "texts" you've read and written this term. Remember 
that in this class we've been challenging the idea of what a text is. We can argue, if 
we choose to, that movies, conversations, drawings, photographs, and memories 
are all texts. When I say "bring together," I mean I want you to quote or carefully 
paraphrase from these texts specifically. If it's more ^propriate, perhaps you can 
attach the text(s) or incorporate them into your essay in some creative way. You'Il 
probably quote yourself as your reread and reflect on your own writing thus far this 
terai; 

• analyze (reflect on) the significance of these rereadings. Don't simply give us a 
chronology of your work this term... "And then I read 'The Man of Mars" and 
wrote about that and then I read The Stranger etc." Instead, explain why and how 
you read, wrote, and thought as you did and do. Why do you interpret as you do? 
What life experiences, values, assumptions inform your meaning making? 

• get creative in both your content and your form. Who you are as a person—the 
contexts of your life—should shape both your ideas and the form you use to express 
them. [)o you identify as a student, a writer, an artist, a photographer, a 
filmmaker, a musician, a poet? How do these identities shape your making and 
communicating of meaning? How does the medium convey the message? Because 
this is a writing class, I'll need to see writing, but you can experiment with the 
kinds of writing you include as well as the form you use to communicate your 
meaning. 

In short, this essay assignment is experimental; as a teacher I'm assigning it because I want 
to shatter some literary paradigms by asking the following questions: What is a text? What 
is an essay? Why should students write essays? What is proper essay "form"? I hope 
you'll join me in a spirit of serious play as we take on the challenges of this unit. 

Audience: YouH be writing your essay to the people in this class—me and your 
classmates. 

Evaluative Criteria 
See the "Grading" section in your Student's Guide for a description of general grading 
criteria. I follow these standards closely as I evaluate your essays. For this particular 
assignment, I will be impressed by an "essay" that demonstrates your ability to analyze 
creatively. I'm looking for something called "analytic passion." Can you show me what it 
looks like? I want descriptive, full-b^ed moments frcm the texts in your lives 
accompanied bv wickedly intelligent analyses of fh'*''' cifmifiranrp 
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