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ABSTRACT 

For many the study of rhetoric has become a study of dialogue and difference, of 

conmiunication across metaphorical and literal borders, and of the ethics of such 

communication. Using letters written in French by my great-grandfather, Mordecai Ben-

Ami, a Russian Zionist, journalist, and fiction writer, as a site for analysis, I argue that a 

dialogic ethic of response offers scholars and teachers of rhetoric and composition a way 

to move beyond identity politics in our writing classes and the oppression of the other in 

our scholarship. I suggest that some of this field's most common theoretical lenses and 

practical sites of analysis—historiography, identity construction, gender, and 

translation—can be complemented by the application of dialogic ethics. Using 

conceptions of discourse and dialogism in work by Bakhtin and the concept of an ethics 

of responsibility in work by Levinas, I demonstrate that an intersubjective understanding 

of ethics rooted in the necessity of response to the other can help us meet the challenges 

of multicultural dialogue. 

The letters date from 1924-1928 and originate from Milan, Berlin, Odessa, and 

Chaiffa, among others. The dissertation is organized in chapters that employ, examine, 

and problematize a different postmodern approach to rhetorical analysis. Each chapter 

begins with an examination of a theoretical approach in relation to the letters, then 

analyzes sample letters using that approach. Each chapter then examines the analysis to 

discuss particular strengths and flaws of the theoretical framework and to suggest how a 

dialogic ethics can complement it. The chapters discuss the following: the historical 
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situatedness of the letters, the shifting constructions of ethnicity and identity in the letters 

and in the dissertation, the gendered aspects of the reading and writing processes of the 

author and the translator, and finally the cultural politics involved in the translation of 

Russian Zionist letters by a postmodern American. 
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FIRST VOICE, SECOND VOICE: AN INTRODUCTION 

When I was a child I sang in the synagogue choir, 
I sang till my voice broke. I sang 
first voice and second voice. And Til go on singing 
till my heart breaks, first heart and second heart. 
A psalm. 

" Psalm" from The Selected Poetry of Yehuda Amichai 

As I am writing this, NATO is bombing Kosovo in response to reports of "ethnic 

cleansing" of Albanians by Serbs. High schools and local governments are organizing 

community meetings on school violence in response to the Littleton, Colorado, massacre, 

in which two white American males killed fourteen fellow students, their targets being 

athletes and minorities. My husband remarks that the same number of female students 

were killed at a university in Canada over a decade ago, in an individual's violent rage 

against feminism. These events remind me that we have not yet solved the problem of 

how to ethically respond to difference, be it ethnic, cultural, racial, class, or gender. As 

much as rhetoric and composition teachers would like to believe that in our writing 

classes, at least students have the opportunity to be exposed to such differences in ways 

that will teach them tolerance and understanding, we are occasionally forced to face how 

much work remains to be done. 

As a white female assimilated Jew living in the United States who has always had 

access to paths offering upward mobility and self-determination, I have never had to 

confront the most destructive results of our inability to interact with the other. I have 

experienced occasional instances of sexism, classicism, and anti-Semitism, but I see 
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myself as viewing the world, and thus my writing classes and my students, from an 

overwhelmingly privileged position. Nevertheless, I initiate discussions about oppression 

and ethical response to oppression in my writing classes. I choose texts that raise these 

issues. I design writing assignments that give my students the opportunity to examine 

difTerence and oppression from the vantage point of their experiences, their ideologies, 

and their discourse conmiunities. In these ways I hope to make it possible for my students 

to encounter the other and to reflect upon how ethical their responses to the other are, 

have been, and might be in the future. 

As a teacher of writing, I challenge myself to confront the same kinds of 

reflection and analysis that I demand from my students. To invoke in myself a better 

understanding of difference and oppression, I turn to my life history, my family, my 

ethnic identification, and my own response to the other for examination. In 199S I 

traveled to Israel to visit my grandmother. I did so to understand more fully my family's 

relationship to Judaism, to confront how the Holocaust and years of anti-Semitism had 

shaped my family, to face the Israeli oppression of Palestinian rights, and to make some 

decisions about how to construct my identity as a Jewish person living in the United 

States. Another way of describing these goals is to say that I went to Israel to increase my 

understanding of the relationships among self, identity, and identification, to better 

understand the relationship of the self to the other, and to confront the question of how to 

ethically respond to the other. The questions and ideas that were spawned by my trip to 

Israel continue to inform my classroom practices and my scholarship today. 
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This journey to my origins inspired me to rethink my former conceptions of 

discourse and discourse conmiunities, of ethnic, religious, cultural, and gendered 

identities, of the self, and of the relationships among these. The revisions in my thinking 

about core concepts in rhetoric and composition brought me to changed definitions of 

academic discourse, altered pedagogical emphases, and new visions for the role of the 

academic in his or her surrounding community. They can be summed up by the argument 

of this dissertation; that a dialogic ethics of response can complement current postmodern 

conceptions of the self, the other, and language to make our writing and teaching 

practices more accepting of difference and less oppressive of others. 

The Journey 

I brought a journal with me to Israel in which I recorded my impressions and 

wrote narratives about my experiences. These journal entries now represent that 

experience for me, and I rely on them to trace how I got here, to the act of writing this 

dissertation and to being more conscious of difference in my writing classes. In one of 

my early journal entries, I wrote, 

The old Chasidic'man, white beard, re(kiish cheeks, kind and warukring 
eyes, stumbles across Heathrow airport with heavy bags. Immediately I come to 
help him; it seems like an obvious thing to do, natural, and I joke with a bit with 
the man at customs; he says: "Make sure he gets his cart on the wĉ  back " We 
lift his bags on the conveyor belt, and as they are being x-rqyed, another customs 
officer—young, British—begins to tease him a bit. He takes off the old man's tall 
black hat, exposing his kipah :̂ "What, is it raining outside, old man? " Then he 
makes a big show of patting him dawn, hands underneath the old man's long 
overcoat, fingers invading all the pockets in his dusty black vest. "What's this? " 
he asks, forcing the old man to pull out a small bottle, a medicine of clear liquid 
"Show some respect!" I want to snap at this officer, but I say nothing. The old 
man smiles uneasily, foolishly. 
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I do not understand that smile until Ifind myself, a few days later in Tel 
Aviv, kneeling at my grandmother's feet, my hands in her hands, as she tells me 
how poor they were in Poland. I have no image of this. 

"They used to...," she searches for a word, the letters creeping, then she 
makes a motion with her lips. 

"Spit," I complete the sentence for her. 
"Yes, ̂ it at us," she says, and she smiles—the same smile of the old man 

at the airport. 

When I read this entry now, I interpret it as a narrative documenting an experience of 

discrimination based on difference. It represents my introduction to one of the themes of 

Israel and one of the themes of my family—our history of ethnic persecution and how we 

have survived it. It reminds me of how removed I have been from many Jewish people's 

struggles and how much my family has worked to protect me from such injustices. Both 

my parents were affected by the Holocaust. My father, at age ten, was forced to flee 

Holland, where he was bom, in 1937. He was sent away from this family to safety and 

was not reunited with his family until after the war and in a foreign country. His mother 

lived in six different countries during her lifetime, always one move ahead of the Nazis. 

My mother was bom in Israel before it became a state; most of her mother's family in 

Poland was killed during the Holocaust, and my mother tells stories of sharing her 

childhood bedroom with the streams of survivors who remained scarred and tortured, 

often screaming in their sleep at their nightmares. 

I have experienced none of the fear, discomfort, aggression, and tragedy that has 

characterized many of my family members' lives. I feel that I owe the security and 

freedom I enjoy to their persistence and hope. It was most likely these feelings of 

gratitude and admiration that led me to write this dissertation. During my visit to Israel, 
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my grandmother entrusted me with a package of old yellowing letters, frail and yet 

powerful. I sensed that in receiving this gift from her, I could give to her in return. I made 

it my responsibility to tell the story that she offered to me in those letters. My 

grandmother died before I could finish telling it, but I imagine she still enjoys my efforts. 

The Letters 

Dating from 1924-1927, these letters were sent from cities as various as Geneva, 

Milan, Berlin, Jerusalem, and ChaifTa. Written in French by my great-grandfather, they 

are all addressed to his son, my grandfather. Although much of my great-grandfather's 

private correspondence is available in archives in Jerusalem and Tel-Aviv, the letters I 

refer to have not been made public before. My great-grandfather, Mordecai (Rabinowicz) 

Ben-Ami (18S4-1932) was an author and journalist who wrote in Russian and was later 

translated to Hebrew. He was also a political activist and early Zionist. He helped to 

organize the Jewish self-defense during the pogroms in Southern Russia in 1882, fleeing 

to Geneva to obtain assistance from the Alliance Israelite Universelle. In 1887 he 

returned to Odessa where he remained until 1905. There he published autobiographical 

stories, children's stories, and articles attacking the czarist authorities for their anti-

Jewish discrimination. 

My great-grandfather became a member of the early Zionist movement, Chovevai 

Zion ("the lovers of Zion") and was elected as a delegate to the first Zionist Congress 

convened by Theodor Herzl in 1890. Ben-Ami was close friends with many of the more 

influential Jewish thinkers of his time: Herzl; Sholom Aleichem, the Yiddish playwright; 
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H. N. Bialik, who was to become Israel's first national poet; and Dizengoff, who became 

the first mayor of Tel-Aviv. His published work and private correspondence with these 

important historical figures are the subjects of two recent books published in 1995 and 

1998.^ At the outbreak of the Russian revolution in 1905, Ben-Ami returned to Geneva. 

In 1923 he settled in what was then Palestine. The letters my grandmother gave me were 

written during this period. 

In these letters my great-grandfathers emerges as a committed critic; he is at war 

with complacency and mediocrity, and he is impatient with imperfection. His close friend 

Bialik called him "a man of rage and love." In the letters I have Ben-Ami is often 

angry—at the British for interfering with his return to his homeland, at the early pioneers 

for their cynicism and self-interest, at the rich for their dismissive lack of concern for the 

poor. He even takes Bialik to task for entertaining too much, "living in a castle," and not 

pursuing his artistic gifts with enough commitment. But my great-grandfather also 

expresses love in these letters—for music, natural beauty, Judaism, and the small things 

that give him pleasure—^the sight of children at the synagogue, the companionship of 

Arab friends, Shabbat candles on the dinner table. His later letters all have the tone of 

sadness and disappointment as he began to realize how far the makeshift society of the 

Yishuv^ was from the dreams of a Zionist state that had inspired him to political and 

religious activism. 
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Reading as a Great-granddaughter 

At times I would hear my great-grandfather speak to me directly across the 

barriers of time, culture, and place. In the wake of the Littleton massacre, I read my great

grandfather's words warning that our children are growing up apart from the spiritual 

resources they need to guide them. He claims they are removed from prayer, nature, and 

music and that they can not grow to become adults of vision, moral action, and 

compassion without them. In that moment, I believed him. At other times I resisted my 

great-grandfather's visions, having no place for them in my imagination—such as when 

he describes women's lives or religious Jewish traditions that are now remote from me. 

In writing about my great-grandfather and his letters, I always worry that I am 

misrepresenting him; I lay no claims to knowing his life, and I imagine he would disagree 

with much of what I've written about him, his letters, and how I've interpreted them. 

Thankililly, as a writer, he has ah'eady spoken for himself Whatever I have written about 

him in these pages says more about me than him. 

Nonetheless, when my great-grandfather's private descriptions of his daily life 

would coincide with scholarly accounts of the pioneer settlement in the Yishuv, when he 

would mention political parties and upheavals, or literary conversations and squabbles, or 

when in the letters he would tell the story of a major political event, I experienced joy at 

discovering public history in these private letters, as if the Russian pogroms, early 

Zionism, and the pioneer life had been transported from my great-grandfather's study to 

my office in Tucson. For those moments, I am most grateful to him. 
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Reading as a Writer 

After my initial introduction to my great-grandfather's letters, I began to research 

and write about the effects of ethnic persecution on its victims, and I began to consider 

the motivations and circumstances of its perpetrators. In addition, I disliked the idea of 

separating this search from my professional life. I reasoned that we all take our 

experience into the classroom anyway. Similarly, I argued to myself, if we accept the 

idea of positionality, then we accept that we take these experiences into our scholarship 

as well. I wanted to do this explicitly rather than implicitly. 

My writing, research, and translation since my trip to Israel have been inspired by 

my desire to better understand the interrelationships among the self, the other, and ethical 

response. In reading my great-grandfather's letters, I examined encounters with the other 

from the lenses of a variety of theoretical approaches—historiography, identification, 

gender, and the process of translation. That is, in making use of each of these lenses, I 

was eventually faced with questions about how each perspective could either hinder or 

encourage ethical responses to the other. My goal in employing each of these lenses in 

analyzing my great-grandfather's letters has been to better understand how these lenses 

could be used to encourage ethical responses to difference. I have found the work of 

Bakhtin and Levinas particularly useful in reaching this goal because both philosophers 

emphasize the necessity of dialogic face-to-face encounters with the other and the 

necessity of response these encounters engender. 

Incorporating family history, religious heritage, and cultural identification with 

my professional interests in research, teaching, and writing has provided me with the 



18 

unusual opportunity to contemplate the relationships among private and professional 

identities, personal and public writing, lived experience and knowledge acquired through 

scholarship. I see my work here as the beginning of a lifelong project toward learning 

how to teach, write, and live in ways that represent ethical responses to the other. 

Third Voice 

H. N. Bialik hand-wrote the following poem as an inscription to Mordecai Ben-Ami in a 

collection of poems Bialik coedited and dedicated to Ben-Ami on his seventieth 

birthday: 

In his zeal for his people, 
and hatred for his enemies 
still young, in his own blood killed. 
Burned with his rage, 
hit by its thunder, 
he sang with a bleeding heart 
and died so very young, 
the poet from Malaga. 
Here are the pearls of his poems. 

And you, his brother 
in a tongue of fire and thunder, 
if your words are like his, 
they are burning embers, 
and his voice like yours 
bathed in poison and blood. 
See, God rewarded you. 
You are reaching old age. 
What shall I bless you with? 
Let us see, my lamb. 
May God add to your days, 
add love to your love, 
and hatred to your hatred. 
May your fire never die, 
and your rage never soften. 
May the Lord bless you. 
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as He has, 
to be a man of quarrel 
for your people whom you love. 
And may you love them as you have 
And may you pour your rage as ever. 

Translated by Imra Ben-Ami^ 
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Notes 

' A mystical branch of Orthodox Judaism founded in the eighteenth centuiy by Baal Shem Tov. 
^ A head covering worn observant Jewish men; the Hebrew term for skullcap. 
^ Laura Salmnn, TTn^ <;l^l Di^rtn- Ben-AmL Uno Scrittore Dimenticato (Bologna: Universita di 
Bologna, I99S) and Ben-Ami: II Cantore della Sinagoaa (Firenza [Florence]: Giuntina, 1998). 

Hebrew term for the early settlement of Palestine by Jewish pioneers. 
^ A town in Spaia 
® From a copy of H. N. Bialik and Y. H. Ravnitzky, eds.. The Poems of Shlomo Eben Gabiiol CTel Aviv: 
Dvir, 1925). 



CHAPTER ONE 

BEYOND roENTTTY POUTICS: 

NEGOTIATING A DIALOGIC ETHICS OF RESPONSE IN THE DIASPORA 

We are in a field often defined by identity politics; as teachers and scholars in 

composition and rhetoric, many of us routinely find ourselves negotiating a complex and 

hostile landscape. It is one in which conversations with cultural, ethnic, and differently 

gendered others can become reduced to either essentialist differences that defy 

communication or endless constructions of the self that make communication futile. For 

many the study of rhetoric has become a study of dialogue and difference, of 

communication across metaphorical and literal borders, and of the ethics of such 

communication. In this chapter I wish to sketch a theoretical framework for these 

endeavors; more specifically, I wish to make a case for a dialogic ethics of response as a 

guiding philosophy and critical methodology to be used in our current practices of 

rhetorical inquiry. 

I will suggest that some of this field's most common theoretical lenses and 

practical sites of analysis—historiography, identity construction, gender, and 

translation—can be complemented by the application of dialogic ethics. Using 

conceptions of discourse and dialogism in work by Bakhtin and the concept of an ethics 

of responsibility in work by Levinas, I demonstrate that an intersubjective understanding 

of ethics rooted in the necessity of response to the other can help us meet the challenges 
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of multicultural dialogue. I will begin by constructing a working definition of a dialogic 

ethics of response, examining relevant terms separately and then weaving them together. 

It is this definition upon which I will rely throughout the remaining chapters of this 

dissertation. I will then offer a glimpse of things to come; I will briefly analyze a short 

passage from my great-grandfather's letters, illustrating the multiplicity of possible 

interpretations and the potential for a dialogic ethics of response. I will then conclude 

with an overview of the major theoretical lenses I employ throughout the remainder of 

the dissertation and the means by which I attempt to apply to them the fi'amework I am 

developing here. 

Defining the Terms: Dialogism  ̂the Other and an Ethics of Response 

Dialogism 

The term dialogism has recently become a buzzword in rhetoric and composition 

scholarship. It has been used to describe a variety of practices and approaches that do not 

always resemble one another; serving, for example, to describe interactive and/or 

collaborative writing pedagogies, to advocate for diversity in definitions of academic 

discourse, and to account for multiplicities in student responses to texts, among others. 

Even its relationship to rhetoric has been a matter of dispute; Don Bialostosky introduced 

the term intending it as an alternative to rhetoric, but later scholars, such as Charles 

Schuster and Kay Halasek, have argued that Bakhtin can be read as a rhetorical theorist.^ 
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Helen Rothschild Ewald points out that scholars in rhetoric and composition use 

Bakhtin's work to serve a multitude of purposes, often referring to the same Bakhtinian 

phrases to argue for very different practices: 

Bakhtin has been invoked to promote various and sometimes oppositional 
approaches to composition studies. If he has been cited by advocates of a 
collaborative notion of scholarship, he has also been quoted by those reasserting 
the importance of a single (although still socially constructed) author. If he has 
been employed by those arguing against received forms in academic discourse, he 
has also been recruited by those rejecting the bipolar opposition of "exploratory 
writing" and "formal presentation" upon which the argument against received 
discourse seems to stand [...]. 

The fact that Bakhtin can be used to refuse the dichotomies established in 
the paragraph above, or to support the dialogics they embody should make us 
wonder what's going on. (337) 

It has therefore become necessary for me to offer some of the context surrounding my use 

of the term dialogism and for me to identify more specifically how I intend to use this 

term in the following chapters. Perhaps it is fitting that there is no one monological 

interpretation of how Bakhtin's ideas on discourse and dialogue should be used in 

rhetoric and composition scholarship. After all, he resisted the idea that words have a 

permanent and conclusive meaning; 

There is no first or last discourse, and dialogical context knows no limits (it 
disappears into an unlimited past and in our unlimited future). Even past 
meanings, that is those that have arisen in the dialogue of past centuries, can never 
be stable (completed once and for all, finished), they will always change 
(renewing themselves) in the course of dialogue's subsequent development, and 
yet to come [...]. (Todorov 110) 

Bakhtin's emphasis on the fluidity of meaning and its dependence on context is central to 

our field's current self-understanding, although, as Ewald notes, we are still working 

through how this understanding of language can most effectively be used in our 

scholarship and teaching. Indeed Bakhtin's conceptions of discourse as situated and 
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vulnerable to continuous reinterpretation underlie all the theoretical lenses I will use in 

the following chapters. Embracing historiography as positioned, framing identification as 

an ongoing process, analyzing texts through the lens of conformity to expectations of 

gender performance, and making the cultural politics involved in the process of 

translation more visible—all these theoretical approaches rely on the premise that 

language is contingent and fluid. I also stress that for me this indeterminacy of language 

is not a reason for despair. I argue that language as a contested site in which many, 

sometimes contradictory, voices are present is less oppressive and less likely to mask 

oppression due to ethnic, cultural, political, class, or gender differences. I view language 

as embodying a continuous give and take among text, reader, author, and context, 

regardless of authorial intent; in that view I rely heavily on Bakhtin's notion of discourse 

as dialogic. Todorov, a leading translator of Bakhtin's work, explains that 

[For Bakhtin] the most important feature of the utterance, or at least the most 
neglected, is its dialogism, that is, its intertextual dimension [...]. Intentionally r 
not, all discourse is in dialogue with prior discourses on the same subject, as well 
as with discourses yet to come, whose reactions it foresees and anticipates. A 
single voice can make itself heard only by blending into the complex choir 
already in place." (x) 

I thus interpret a Bakhtinian understanding of discourse to be one that argues for 

language carrying simultaneously a multiplicity of interpretations, which derive from a 

text's inherent ability to speak to and among previous, contemporary, and future voices. 

From this site of contested meaning, the self is confronted with systems of thought and 

modes of being different from its own. According to Bakhtin, the self is dependent on 

this difference for self-definition. Literary theorist Jeffrey T. Nealon argues that "the 

Bakhtinian self is dialogic, a relation" and that "in a dialogic system, neither self nor 
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Other can live independently" (139, 140). Bakhtin's conception of discourse as dialogic 

therefore is connected to his conceptions of the self and the other. A dialogic existence, 

then, is one in which discourse, the self, and the other interact in a set of interdependent 

relationships, resulting in a complex and continually evolving interplay of meanings; it is 

this condition of existence I refer to when I use the term dialogism throughout the 

dissertation. 

Tfie  Other  

If discourse is dialogic, it must involve a relationship between the self and the 

other. How the self responds to the other is where ethical or unethical action begins. 

Bakhtin describes this dynamic, but in his framework, the other can be interpreted as 

serving primarily to produce the self-definition. The philosopher Levinas shares some 

common ground with Bakhtin; he argues that "dialogue has to be conceived as a 

responsibility for the other, it might be called humanity, or subjectivity, or self (134). In 

contrast to Bakhtin, however, he emphasizes the primacy of the other. As Colin Davis 

explains, 

In Levinas's reading of the history of Western thought, the Other has generally 
been regarded as something provisionally separate from the Same (or the self), 
but ultimately reconcilable with it; otherness or alterity, appears as a temporary 
interruption to be eliminated as it is incorporated into or reduced to sameness. For 
Levinas, on the contrary, the Other lies absolutely beyond my comprehension and 
should be preserved in all its irreducible strangeness [...]. Levinas's endeavor is 
to protect the Other from the aggression of the Same, to analyze the possibilities 
and conditions of its appearance in our lives, and to formulate the ethical 
significance of the encounter with it. (3) 
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Translators of Levinas are careful to point out that there are distinctions to be made 

between the terms the other and the Other̂  although in rhetoric and composition 

scholarship they are often used interchangeably. Levinas used two terms— autre and 

autrui, but he was not consistent in how he capitalized these words. Autre is often 

translated as the other, with autrui being translated as the Other, but this is not always the 

case.^ There are important differences between Levinas's conceptions between the two 

terms. The crucial difference is this: autre refers to that which can be consumed by the 

other as a source of enjoyment, while autri refers to otherness that remains separate fi'om 

the self, regardless of the self s intentions or actions. The autrui always remains 

absolutely other fi'om the self, and attempts to own or assimilate it will fail, resulting in 

violence or aggression sometimes, but never successful absorption. The Other resists 

attempts at appropriation and domination; it escapes the power of the self since it cannot 

be possessed or understood. Davis argues that in Levinas's conception 

The Other puts me into question by revealing to me that my powers and freedom 
are limited [.. .]. It instigates dialogue, teaching, and hence reason, society and 
ethics [...]. Without the Other, freedom is without purpose or foundation. In the 
face to face,^ the Other gives my fi-eedom meaning because I am confi-onted with 
real choices between responsibility and obligation towards the Other, or hatred 
and repudiation. The Other invests me with genuine fi'eedom, and will be the 
beneficiary or victim of how I decide to exercise it. (49) 

The difference between Levinas's conception of the other and Bakhtin's understanding of 

it is that most scholars read Bakhtin as defining the other so that it can eventually become 

a part of the sel^ whereas the Other in Levinas's fi'amework remains apart fi-om the self 

and yet is in relation with it. In both Bakhtin and Levinas, the self responds to the other, 

and in that response behaves either ethically or not. I have chosen to use the term the 
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Other to allow to designate a combination of Bakhtin's and Levinas's approaches, so as 

not to narrow the term's meaning to only Levinas's conception of the autrui, and to allow 

the reader to bring to the term the various ways it has been used since Bakhtin and 

Levinas in current scholarship. 

Ethics of Response 

Formulating postmodern ethics has emerged as one of the primary interests in 

current scholarship in English studies. Jeffrey T. Nealon argues that this is because 

scholars who have accepted the loss of the subject, stable meaning, and transparent 

language now need to respond to concerns that such postmodemisms result in an amoral 

relativity. Postmodern scholars want, as Dorothy Hale puts it, to "have the ethical 

position and to de-essentialize it too" ( qtd. in Nealon 134). After deconstructing and 

contextualizing the relationships among author, discursive action, and audience, we are 

now faced with the need to reformulate how ethical action is possible amidst such 

indeterminacy. Nealon states the problem in this way; "Concrete action in intersubjective 

realms remains crucial to any ethical system, and such action seems to demand a subject 

position, a specific site where ethical conduct could be called for and rendered. In short, it 

seems that ethics can't live with the subject, but can't live without it either" (130). How 

to ascribe ethical or nonethical action in a postmodern arena is a dilemma for many 

rhetoric and composition scholars who are convinced by postmodern theories of language 

and the self but are left wondering how to practice such beliefs in their roles as writing 

teachers and writing program administrators. 
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Current postcolonial theory and critiques of how multiculturalism has failed to 

create real respect and tolerance for difference have made many writing scholars and 

teachers painfully aware that we have not yet learned how to recognize difference in 

ways that do not ultimately resubject the other to new expressions of oppression and 

consumption/ I argue that Levinas's I'ethique is well suited to our postmodern dilemma 

because it is based on spontaneous response rather than systemic rules and because it is 

located in specificity and in relationship. In addition, Levinas's emphasis on the Other is 

usefiil for teachers and scholars of writing who must find ways to negotiate cultural, 

ethnic, class, gender and other differences in the writing classroom, and who must teach 

their students to how to negotiate such differences as well. According to Levinas, how the 

self responds to encounters with the irreducible Other is the where ethical or nonethical 

action occurs. Nealon argues, similarly, that 

. . .  p o s t m o d e r n  t h i n k e r s  h a v e  i n c r e a s i n g l y  t u r n e d  t o  a  d i a l o g i c ,  i n t e r s u b j e c t i v e  
understanding of ethics [...]. It is precisely in the moments of seeing, listening, 
and answering that an intersubjective ethics of response might be bom [...]. And 
this points to the distinctly ethical character of dialogics; if social space is 
understood as a rich dialogue of voices rather than a fight for recognition and 
domination, the other is not necessarily a menacing or hostile force." (Nealon 
131) 

Postmodern theory argues that the actions of "seeing, listening, and answering" are 

complex, situated, ever evolving; much of the current scholarship in rhetoric and 

composition interrogates this complexity, using students' responses to classroom texts, 

teachers' responses to student texts, and students' responses to student discourse as 

locations for examining these processes. We would like our composition classrooms to be 

"rich dialogues of voices" rather than "fights for recognition and domination," but many 
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recent articles on difference and writing pedagogy attest that our "dialogic" classrooms 

do not always result in more awareness or tolerance.' 

I believe that viewing student and teacher interactions with texts and each other as 

encounters with the other, during which both students and teachers have the choice to 

respond either ethically or unethically, can empower teacher and students to move 

beyond identity politics, and beyond relativity, to a realization of freedom, choice, and 

ethical action. Literary theorist Bauman argues that a "postmodern ethics would be one 

that readmits the Other as a neighbor [...], recasts the Other as the crucial character in 

the process through which the moral self comes into its own" (84). Ethics, from this 

vantagepoint, is created and recreated through the necessity of response to the other 

person, and such a responsiveness comes necessarily before the solidification of any 

theoretical rules or norms of ethical conduct. The formulation of an ethics of response is 

found in Bakhtin's conceptions of discourse and the self as well. Nealon point outs that 

"both Levinas and Bakhtin insist [upon] ethics as an ongoing response to the other rather 

than a static monologic entity" (133). 

Although the hope for dialogics as an ethical space is not always clearly 

articulated in rhetoric and composition circles as precisely as Nealon and Bauman 

describe, the term dialogism carries positive, albeit often unexamined, connotations. 

Underlying the common acceptance of the term dialogism is the hope that ongoing 

dialogue with and exposure to difference will result in more tolerance, increased 

understanding, and less violence. The analysis of my great-grandfather's letters from a 

variety of postmodern lenses provides me with a site from which to examine more closely 
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how a dialogic ethics of response can be used as a rhetorical framework. It provides an 

opportunity for challenging rhetoric and composition's current assumptions about 

dialogue, difference, multiculturalism, and identity to posit the possibility of ethical 

decision-making in response to encounters with the other that threaten to either polarize 

or paralyze us. 

My Great-grandfather's Letters as a Site for Dialogic Ethics 

To examine how a dialogic ethics of response can be applied to the rhetorical 

analysis of texts, I use the letters written by my great-grandfather as a site for 

interrogating how a text can function dialogically and create responses from readers that 

necessitate either ethical or nonethical action. I believe these letters represent a 

particularly appropriate location for such analyses because they have multiple contexts, 

purposes, and audiences. They defy easy categorization and resist traditional boundaries. 

The letters call into question simplified and simplifying dichotomies, such as the private 

vs. public, the personal vs. the academic, the historical vs. the current. Because of these 

multiplicities, the letters prompt a reexamination of how we have structured our 

categories, inviting reevaluations and reconsiderations of the relationships among reader, 

writer, and audience. If all texts are dialogic, prompting a multiplicity of interpretation 

and response, rather than monologic readings, then certainly these letters—^which were 

written as part of a father-son relationship, functioned as an ongoing conversation, and 

were later translated and analyzed by an unintended audience—are usefully explicit 

examples of dialogism at work in written discourse. 
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Ben-Ami's letters are ethnically multilayered; they are written in French by a 

Russian immigrant to Palestine to his Swiss son and translated by me, his great-

granddaughter, a female twentieth-century American assimilated Jewish person. This 

rhetorical situation provides for a more complex discussion of identity and identification 

than many current multicultural models of reading and response allow. This complexity 

readily calls into question simplified notions of national, cultural, religious, and ethnic 

identity. The letters are thus an appropriate site for analysis of how the self, in relation 

with the other, is in a continual process of negotiation and renegotiation, what Holquist 

terms "the Bakhtinian self—a relation" (19). As such, they provide many opportunities 

for examining how encounters with the other determine conceptions of the self Because 

the letters were written by a Zionist, a representative of powerful and impassioned 

nationalism, they can also inform us about historiographies of nationalism, providing a 

more historical context for our current conceptions of multiculturalism. As letters written 

during a time of severe ethnic and religious persecution, they further speak to the history 

of how Western culture has responded to difference and how the relationship of the self 

to the other has historically been constructed. The Russian pogroms, Palestinian rights, 

and the Holocaust are each relevant to the analysis of my great-grandfather's letters, and 

each represents a key historical event in which an ethical response to the other has been 

called for. My great-grandfather's letters remind us that how we respond to the other can 

have overwhelming consequences. For all these reasons, Ben-Ami's letters provide a rich 

opportunity to examine written texts as opportunities for dialogic encounters with the 

other. 
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To illustrate how I apply a dialogic ethics of response to the analysis of my great

grandfather's letters I have chosen a representative excerpt, which I will first briefly 

explicate through the four theoretical lenses I employ in subsequent chapters. I will then 

illustrate how a dialogic ethics of response complements these theoretical approaches. I 

show the dialogic interplay of the lenses and the reading that results, as well as the 

understanding of the self, the other, and the relation between them. The letter I have 

chosen to explicate includes a description of a Zionist Congress convened by Theodor 

Herzl in 1911, which my great-grandfather attended as a delegate. Ben-Ami writes to his 

family, 

It is almost a crime that you are not here, my dear little ones. How unhappy it 
makes one to not be able to give you such joy, the greatest and the most elevated 
that exists in the world. What a spectacle this congress at Basel is! One hears here 
the beating of the hearts of our people; one senses the soul and the great mind 
everywhere, everywhere. It is as if you hear the song of the HaTikvah^ sounded 
by more than a million voices. One is so shaken up that one cries of joy and 
sadness at the same time.^ 

Analyzing this passage from the lens of historiography might involve a discussion 

of how Zionism is constructed in the letters, a description of the sociopolitical context 

that gave rise to such sentiments, and a discussion of how my constructions of Zionism 

have evolved since then. Analyzing this passage from the lens of identification, ethos, 

and identity could include a discussion of how my own process of identification with my 

great-grandfather's ethos changed after many readings of this passage. When I analyze 

this same passage from the lens of conformity to expectations of gender performance in 

the fourth chapter, I choose to emphasize the last sentence. I comment on my great-

grandmother's distance from the core historical events of her time and how she must, like 
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her children, live vicariously by reading about her husband's experiences. Finally, if I 

were to analyze this passage from the lens of the translator, I would emphasize the 

cultural differences present in this passage that are easily lost in translation. I would point 

out the difficulty in translating the word HaTikvah in a way that would allow American 

readers of an English translation to understand some of the emotional impact that this 

word, literally translated as "the Hope," would have had for my great-grandfather and his 

original readers. 

Underlying such explications are moments of response to the other. The 

theoretical lenses that I demonstrate above are all rooted in an understanding of the self, 

the other, and discourse that is very compatible with Bakhtin and Levinas's notions of 

dialogism, the self, and an ethics of response. For each lens in its own way emphasizes a 

different aspect of alterity, demonstrating the variety of ways a text can provide multiple 

encounters which the other during which ethical response is necessitated. Thus these 

postmodern textual analyses based on history, identification, gender, and translation all 

serve to highlight not only the dialogism embodied by the letters, but also how the letters 

then demand a response from the reader. I have chosen to bring out the dialogic aspects 

of each of these theoretical lenses, using a methodology in each chapter that emphasizes 

the interdependence among the sel^ the other, and discourse and the ethical demands that 

arise from these encounters. 
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History, Identification, Gender, and Translation through the Lens of Dialogic Ethics 

I argue for a dialogic ethics of response not as a means to replace the various 

postmodern lenses I employ in subsequent chapters but as a way to build on their 

strengths and to minimize some of their flaws. For example, in the second chapter, I use 

positioned historiography to analyze constructions of Zionism in Israeli historiography 

and in my great-grandfather's letters. This historical/contextual approach allows for a 

deeper understanding of the rhetorical significance of historical situatedness of these 

constructions. However, the historical/contextual lens can be problematic, for it can lead 

to an overemphasis on the peculiarity of the rhetoric of a specific time period. In addition, 

sometimes scholars who embrace positioned historiography can remain fascinated with 

the idea of historical events as constructs and not move much further beyond this, as 

cultural studies scholar Taussig remarks: 

When it was enthusiastically pointed out within the memory of our present 
Academy that race or gender or nation.. .were so many social constructions, 
inventions, and representations, a window was opened [...]. [But] what was 
nothing more than an invitation, a preamble to an investigation, has, by and large, 
been converted instead into a conclusion— e.g., "sex is a social construction," 
"race is a social construction," and "the nation is an invention," and so forth [...]. 
To adopt Hegel, the beginnings of knowledge were made to pass for actual 
knowing, (xvi) 

Dialogic ethics when applied to historiography builds upon the "invitation" that social 

construction offers because it does not allow the historiographer to stop at the point of 

realization that historical events are constructed. Instead, applying a dialogic ethics of 

response to historiography would suggest that the historian, in writing history, is engaged 

in ethical action because he or she responds to the other in an ongoing dialogue with 

future, present, and past historiographies. 
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Scholars of the history of rhetoric, such as Berlin, Jarratt, Johnson, and Miller, are 

in fact asking us to consider the appropriation, misappropriation, and reconstruction of 

our histories of rhetoric. In the next chapter, I contribute to this debate with a discussion 

of the historical context of my great-grandfather's letters and the accompanying analysis 

of the representation of significant historical constructs—the Russian pogroms, Zionism, 

and pioneer immigration to Palestine—from the vantage point of private and 

nondominant discourse. In addition, my analyses offer a consideration of the various 

characteristics of private and public discourse in framing historical events, for my great

grandfather was a journalist active in political publications of dissent as well as a writer 

of private letters. 

Just as dialogic ethics can work to promote ethical action in historiographical 

research, it can function similarly as a framework for guiding responses to contemporary 

texts that engage readers with ethnic and cultural others. Rhetoric and composition 

scholars such as Villanueva, Geurra, and Carlton are currently reassessing the theoretical 

assumptions behind the term multiculturalism. They have to come to recognize, with 

scholars such as Lugones, Said, hooks, and Pratt from the related fields of cultural and 

literary studies, that this term, however unintentionally, has contributed to the common 

current practice of identifying ourselves according to static ethnic or cultural categories. 

Such positionings have not created the "unity in diversity" once hoped for, and have led, 

at times, to calcifications in identity construction often associated with the monologizing 

rules of identity politics. My analysis of Ben-Ami's letters, with its thesis that the 

application of a dialogic ethics of response to theories of rhetoric can mitigate some of 
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the less desirable effects of identity politics, offers an immediate contribution to this 

conversation. The letters provide me with an effective site for such claims because they 

are documents located in a discourse community defined by nondominant ethnic identity. 

The letters are also an effective site because they offer an opportunity for a complicated 

explication of identification and ethos. 

In the third chapter, I describe my process of identification with my great

grandfather's ethos in the letters as varied and complex, including moments of 

identification, nonidentification, and reidentification. The many aspects of self-

presentation in written discourse have been part of the rhetorical tradition since the 

differences in the definition of ethos between Aristotle and Plato. Given such a history, it 

is unlikely that I could contribute a "new" conception of ethos; however, Ben-Ami's 

letters do offer a productive context for analysis of the interplay of various identity 

constructions, concepts discussed in work by Corder and Enos. The identity constructions 

of author and translator interact in and according to different religious, political, 

historical, and gender perspectives, thus providing a useful context for the discussion of 

authorship. The third chapter's analysis of the various ethos constructions of the 

translator and the author argues for a process of identification that is temporal and 

shifting. I argue that this conception of identification is congruent with a dialogic ethics 

of response, which emphasizes specificity, rather than unitary and static understandings 

of the self In Bakhtin and Levinas's conceptions, the self is ever-changing in response to 

encounters with the other. My analysis of the process of identification as open to 

continual reevaluation suits this framework. 
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I also argue in the third chapter that scholars and teachers in rhetoric and 

composition should take this more complex understanding of identification into their 

multicultural writing classrooms, to prevent students and teachers from jumping too 

quickly to an unearned identification with the other or to ascribing and describing 

difference in static and nonevolving ways. A dialogic ethics of response underlies this 

argument as well, since I am arguing for recognition of the other as irreducibly different 

and for an ongoing relationship between self and the other from which ethical rather than 

oppressive encounters can occur. Finally, dialogic ethics focuses on the possibility for 

communication despite difference rather than the despair that can arise from 

deconstruction and other postmodern theories, which have at times led to the dead-

endedness of identity politics. 

While dialogic ethics can work to promote ethical action in writing about and 

teaching in multicultural classrooms, it can function similarly as a framework for guiding 

responses to gender and the construction of the self in writing—such is the focus of 

chapter four. Rhetoric and composition scholars Flynn and Schweikart have examined 

the effects of gender on the reading process, and rhetoric and composition historian 

Miriam Brody has analyzed how definitions of good writing in rhetoric and composition 

textbooks have been influenced by expectations of gender performance. My analyses of 

Ben-Ami's letters contribute to the ongoing dialogue about the impact of expectations of 

gender performance on rhetorical strategies by providing a specific site for an analysis of 

gendered writing and a gendered response to writing that is informed by work on Jewish 

feminism by Plaskow, Susannah Herschel, Dafha Izraeli and others. My discussion of 
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gendered reading and writing processes serves to argue for difference where it may be 

assumed not to exist. 

My purposes in chapter four are to offer narratives from my family history in 

order to fill in the gaps of Jewish women's history and to ague for resistant reading as a 

way to counteract the negative effects of reading normative male texts as a female. I 

argue that we ought to imagine historical constructs where no historical records exist; this 

is an argument for a dialogic ethics of response because it represents an effort to give 

voice to the other. Writing narratives of otherwise underrepresented women creates the 

opportunity for more encounters with the other and seeks to repair previous unethical 

response to the other. In confronting sexist texts or texts which deny their otherness, 

women can read resistantiy, thus refusing to dilute irreducible difference while remaining 

in dialogue with the text. Dialogic ethics in this context serves to offer a way of 

communication that does not ignore difference while seeking through dialogism to 

remain in ethical contact. 

Finally, as I argue in chapter five, dialogic ethics can function as a framework for 

responding to difference in translating cross-cultural texts as well as reading them. Works 

of rhetoric and composition scholars, such as Villanueva, Guerra, and Richard Miller, 

about the representation of the other have conmion ground with discussions by scholars 

who specialize in the dynamics of cross-cultural translation, such as Venuti, Maier, 

Warren, and White, who examine the interactions of language, power, and ethnic 

positionings. My analyses of Ben-Ami's letters provide an opportunity for such a link 

since they offer a relevant site for the analysis of translation along cross-cultural borders. 
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The fifth chapter focuses on the moments of rupture within differing systems of meaning 

between the author and the translator, as well as the cultural, political, and religious 

tensions inevitable in translation. I argue that the translator should make such 

moments—moments of untranslatability—visible to the reader rather than masking them 

by attempting transparency. Making the reader aware of the cultural politics involved in 

translations when such difficult moments arise creates opportunities for the reader to have 

dialogic encounters with the other. This emphasis on rupture is meant to prevent too easy 

an identification. While Venuti suggests a resistant strategy in which the translator aims 

to produce a recognition of difference, literary theorist Spivak pushes this one step further 

and argues for total silence or withdrawal. In contrast, Maier argues that 

acknowledgement of difference and inequality is possible; she refers to Pratt's "contact 

zones" when she argues that 

such contact is not best defined in terms of either a tolerance of difference or a 
silence of separation [...]. Within those (asymmetrical) relations of power, a 
certain, redefined intimacy can develop [...]. Rather than devising strategies for 
withholding translation, one must work to redefine expectations for translation [.. 
.] with approaches that will show it as the humbling, disconcerting experience 
translation can be." (29) 

I consider such efforts to engage with the other in an inmiediate and face-to-face manner 

as dialogic translation—translation which invites the reader to encounter the other, 

despite asymmetrical power relationships and cultural differences, in a way that is 

conscious of positionality. That is, dialogic translation invites the reader to struggle with 

the other for contested meanings and encourages the analysis of the power relationships 

among the reader, the translator, and the other. I imagine the position of the translator 

among these interrelationships to be what Maier describes as "one who works 
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deliberately between cultures, enabled by an understanding of identity as a learned or 

constructed allegiance rather than an innate condition" (31). Thus the translator must 

interrogate his or her own process of identification when it is relevant to the process of 

translation. In translating my great-grandfather's letters, I have attempted to resist 

transparency and to cultivate dialogic translation. Thus the examination of the translator's 

cultural interaction with a differently cultured text in chapter five shares with dialogic 

ethics a concern for the genuine and responsible interaction with the other. In addition, 

dialogic ethics as applied to translation studies complements current concerns in rhetoric 

and composition about the fair representation of the other with its emphasis on dialogic 

face-to-face encounters with the other. 

Conclusion 

Dialogic ethics is not the definitive solution to the problems of identity politics; it 

offers, however, a conceptual framework that when applied to postmodern rhetorical 

analysis, can mitigate some of its fundamental difficulties. A dialogic ethics of response 

offers scholars and teachers in rhetoric and composition a conception of ethical behavior 

that is compatible with postmodern constructions of the sel^ the other, and discourse. It 

provides a theoretical aniculation for many concerned scholars and teachers of writing 

who accept indeterminacy but still want to argue for the possibility of ethical action. It 

also provides more dynamic descriptions of difference and response to difference for 

Avriting teachers and scholars who are concerned that more static and generalized notions 

are not resulting in more tolerance or understanding of the other. As Nealon suggests. 
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Perhaps what we require is not identity politics of who we are, but an alterity 

politics of how we've come to be who we are... the Levinasian responsibility 

engendered by the other. The social construction debate, in other words, needs to 

pay more attention to the specificity of the subjections or restrictions that make 

possible the construction of and maintenance of any particular subjectivity. It is 

outside the self that we need to look for the conditions of agency, responsibility, 

and ethical subjectivity (14S-46). 

A dialogic ethics of response offers an alternative to monologizing notions 

of differences and paralyzing effects of a positioned subjectivity that seems to 

suggest moral relativity—shifts in emphasis that can serve to revitalize our 

teaching and writing. It is my purpose to show how such revitalizations are 

possible by exemplifying how a dialogic ethics of response can complement 

postmodern rhetorical analyses. What I will not attempt to examine is the 

particular location or genesis of such response within the postmodern lenses I 

employ. That is, I am not concerned with whether dialogic ethics is suggested 

implicitly by postmodernism, whether it is a logical outgrowth of our postmodern 

consciousness, or whether it ought to be seen as theoretical framework, which is 

independent of current postmodern theory but can easily supplement postmodern 

theoretical frameworks. These are indeed interesting questions, but they lie 

beyond the scope of my work here and remain to be explored elsewhere. 
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Notes 

' See in particular Don Bialostosky's "Dialogics as an Ait of Discourse in Literary Criticism," Oiaries 
Schuster's "Mikhail Bakhtin as a Rhetorical Theorist," and Kay Halasek's "Starting the Dialogue: What 
Can We Do About Bakhtin's Ambivalence Toward Rhetoric?" 
^ Colin Davis, for example, does not follow this convention. 
^ The French term is visage. According to Davis, Levinas uses it to avoid implying that the Other is with 
the self and thus fiindamentally like the sell^ or against the self and thus opposed to the self but dialectically 
part of the same totality. He explains: "Instead the Oher is simply there, present to me in an orginary and 
irreducible relation [...]. But the is not simply seen: to see tte face would be to make of it an 
intentional object of the perceiving consciousness, so reducing its absolute otherness [.. .).(The £Ke| is an 
epiphany or revelation rather than an object of perception or knowledge [.. .].The term visage encaiwulates 
the problems raised by the paradoxical nature of the selTs encounter with the infinite: it is something that is 
not available to vision but described as if it were, signaling an encounter which is not an event and an 
experioice which does not occur in the consciousness of any subject" (46). 
* I take this up in more detail in chapter three. 
^ See for example Susan Brown Cariton, "Constructing Narratives, Seeking Change," Writing Theory and 
Critical Theory, eds. John Clifford and John Schilb (New York: VO^A, 1994) 335-40, Esha Niyogi Do, and 
Donna Uthus Gregory, "Decolonizing the Classroom: Freshman Composition in a Multicultur^ Setting," 
Writing in Multicultural Settings, eds. Carol Severino, Juan C. Guerra, and Johnnella E. Butler, (New 
York; MLA, 1997) 118-32., Juan C. Guerra, "The Place of Intercultur^ Literacy in the Writing 
Classroom," Writing in Multicultural Settings. eds..Carol Severino, Juan C. Guerra, and Johnnella E. 
Butler (New York: MLA, 1997) 248-60., and Victor Villanueva, Jr., "'Rhetoric is Politics," Said the 
Ancient 'How Much So,' I Wonder," Writing Theory and Critical Theory, eds. John Clifford and John 
Schilb (New Yoric: MLA, 1994) 327-34. 
^ The HaTikvah was once a Zionist hymn; it is now the Israeli national anthem. Written by Naphtali Herz 
Imber. 
^ Mordecai Ben-Ami, Letter. Basel, Switzerland. August 14,1911. (in French). 



CHAPTER TWO 

FROM MESSIANIC TO MENACING TO MISUNDERSTOOD: 

MY GREAT-GRANDFATHER'S LETTERS, DIALOGIC ETHICS, AND 

HISTORICAL CONSTRUCTIONS OF ZIONISM SINCE 1897 

Part of my purpose in this chapter is to give a brief account of how Zionism has 

been constructed in the last hundred years, drawing from scholarship and my great

grandfather's letters to show how histories and historiographies of Zionism have changed 

according to the sociopolitical contexts in which these accounts have been written. I trace 

the development of historical representations of Zionists from pioneers to colonizers to 

victims of biased scholarship. But in addition to that, I argue that such moments of 

continuous reinterpretation of key historical events provide us with more than an 

opportunity to reflect upon the indeterminacy of writing history. Differences in 

interpretation, which are so clearly linked to the sociopolitical contexts influencing the 

historian's viewpoint, can open the way for a more dialogic ethics of response— 

grounded not just in the realization of indeterminacy but also in a methodology for 

positioned historiography. Such a methodology succeeds through the simultaneity of 

various contingent lenses in dialogue with one another. Moreover, an awareness of their 

indeterminacy allows us to more clearly view the contingency in our own and others' 

worldviews, providing for an increased understanding of the "other's" point of view. The 
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result is a dialogic historiography that is more responsive to the often bewildering 

specificity of the other. 

In analyzing the development of the historical construction of Zionism, I employ 

a number of subjective lenses that shape my interpretations of that development. From a 

scholarly perspective, I am inclined to think of historiography as a process shaped by 

sociopolitical forces that influence the historian's interpretation of the material he or she 

gathers. When I view Zionism from the vantage point of a postmodern American citizen, 

its faith in nationalism seems naively heroic at best, and, when put in the context of 

current concerns about Palestinian rights, dangerously misguided at worst. From a 

personal point of view, I am proud of my great-grandfather's accomplishments and 

inclined to view his attempts at securing a safe place for himself and future generations 

benignly; however, at the same time, I am aware of my tendency to view my great

grandfather's efforts in a positive light and thus work hard at compensating for this 

generosity of vision by imagining a more critical perspective. Historiography prompts 

this sort of self-examination since it is so clearly constructed by ideological and/or 

personal lenses in ways that can have a profound influence on the selection of pertinent 

evidence, research methodology, and the historian's conclusions. This view of history 

writing as subjective and positioned does not need to result in paralysis or a lack of faith 

in the value of historical accounts. On the contrary, in this chapter I hope to illustrate how 

this postmodern approach to historiography can allow for a more dialogic interaction 

among the reader, the historian, the historical construction, and the contexts surrounding 

them. 
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In 1988 at the Conference on College Communication and Composition, James 

Berlin, as a participant on a panel called "The Politics of Historiography" argued that 

historians must acknowledge their personal, political and public connections to the 

material they research, stating: 

The difficulty for the historian is that, even when evidence is available and 
extensive, the writing of history is itself a rhetorical act. The historian is herself 
underwriting a version of the normal, of the proper arrangement of classes, races, 
and genders. History does not write itself, having in itself no inherent pattern of 
development. Historians cannot escape this play of power, inherent in all 
signifying practices. They must instead attempt to locate themselves in this play, 
to find their predilections and to forward them, making them available to their 
auditors. (11) 

Berlin's interest in the rhetorical nature of historiography is connected to his interest in 

the impact of postmodern literary theory on the practice of history writing for rhetoric 

and composition scholars. He is concerned with how historians of rhetoric can make their 

histories more ethical, that is more responsive to the specificity of particular contexts, 

political forces, and individual lenses. Implicitly, he is calling for a more dialogic 

interaction with texts and with readers. 

Ten years later, scholars in the field of rhetoric and composition continue to 

grapple with the indeterminacy of writing history, attempting to find ethical and 

pragmatic ways of acknowledging the terministic screens, such as the ideological or 

personal ones I acknowledge above about my own writing, which shape their 

constructions of historical events. In examining private letters of my great-grandfather, I 

confront the difficult terrain of what Nan Johnson has termed the "poststructuralist self-

consciousness of history as a form of literary narrative" ("The Politics" 9). I am aware 

that my personal connections to the material I have chosen to write about, in addition to 
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the cultural and sociopolitical arenas I live and work in, will afTect my historical 

interpretations, and thus I think it important to acknowledge these influences early on. I 

agree with Jarratt when she states that "a history which is self-conscious and reflexive 

and tries to locate itself in time and place is not automatically a good history; but I would 

say that any history that does that is better than history that doesn't do that" (31). 

Like Jarratt I accept the subjectivity and positionality of historical writing, and in 

an effort to acknowledge this, I will make limited efforts at pointing out specific personal 

and ideological lenses when I judge them to be relevant to my approach and conclusions. 

My goal in examining the interactions among sociopolitical context and historical 

constructions of Zionism is not simply to say "history is fabricated." Similarly, my goal 

in examining my own predilections, my personal and scholarly biases, is not merely to 

say "I am also biased. The personal is political." Rather, in acknowledging the complex 

relationships among familial obligation, identification, scholarly commitment, and 

socialization, I hope to leave more room for the reader to interpret my analyses more 

critically. I hope also to recognize and work within a distinct relationship I have with my 

reader and with the subject matter at hand; thus by acknowledging my positionality, I 

wish to undercut the tendency of academic discourse to promote historical interpretation 

as "history." That is, traditional academic discourse often resembles what Trimbur has 

called "a rhetoric of deproduction," a mode of discourse that masks the very fact that it 

was produced by a contextualized human being, thus universalizing and naturalizing the 

representations it embodies. 
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Still, acknowledgement of one's personal and ideological biases alone does not 

guarantee an unproblematic history. The danger is that as scholars we become too 

narrowly focused on ourselves, and we fail to move from that place of overwhelming 

subjectivity in order to make interesting and useful connections among our experiences 

and belief systems and our scholarly arguments and positions. I have two major concerns 

with our current emphasis on the identification of our personal and scholarly lenses. First, 

self-reflexivity on its own will not necessarily lead to a better understanding of how the 

historian's construction is influenced by sociopolitical forces and personal idiosyncrasies. 

Second, I doubt whether the historian can create enough distance from him or herself to 

efiTectiveiy analyze how his or her political contexts and personal belief systems influence 

his or her findings. Although I therefore acknowledge some limitations of the self-

reflexive approach to history writing, I nevertheless invoke the personal because I believe 

that it can further enable dialogic historiography at another level—that of the relationship 

with the reader. Ultimately, I hope to give the reader as much relevant information as 

possible about my own scholarly and personal biases not for the purposes of dwelling on 

the confessional or on positionality, but to reveal the influence of my own particular 

lenses so that contestable moments can be made more obvious and a more dialogic 

reading of the text, the author, and the context can occur. The understanding of history as 

a subjective invention certainly allows for and even necessitates a deeper understanding 

of the rhetorical significance of historical situatedness. Dialogic ethics builds upon this 

in that it argues for a situational ethics that is spontaneous and specific, rather than 

monologizing or absolute. The historical/contextual lens can be problematic because it 
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can lead to an overemphasis on the peculiarity of the rhetoric of a specific time period, 

whereas dialogic ethics' emphasis on intersubjective relations asks us to bridge the 

differences in rhetorical assumptions through dialogue. In the following sections, I will 

examine three distinct interpretations of Zionism, each contextualized in time and space. 

I will attempt to show that these interpretations, when read in dialogue, can lay bare the 

constructedness of history and can enable an understanding of Zionism that respects and 

is responsive to perspectives of the "other." 

The Zionist as Pioneer: Public Glorifications and Private Disappointments 

In The Shaping of Israeli Identitv: Mvth. Memory and Trauma, an edited 

collection published in 1995, one can fmd the following quotation describing Theodor 

Herzl, the founder of political Zionism, at the first Zionist Congress in Basel in 1897; 

That is no longer the elegant Dr. Herzl of Vienna, it is a royal descendant of 
David arisen from the grave who appears before us in the grandeur and beauty 
with which legend has surrounded him. Everyone is gripped as if a historical 
miracle had occurred [...]. [T]he two-thousand-year dream of our people seemed 
to be approaching fulfillment; it was as if the Messiah, the son of David, stood 
before us. A powerful desire seized me to shout through this tempestuous sea of 
joy; ^YechiHa-melech I Long live the King.'' 

The powerful emotional grasp Zionism had on the imagination of its early 

followers is exemplified in this exclamation of hope, pride, and determination. Not only 

does this voice help to conununicate the enthusiasm and joy that often accompanied early 

Zionist efforts, it reveals how Zionism was at that time configured as a liberatory 

movement, steeped in the mythologies of Jewish traditions. Indeed Wistrich uses this 

passage to support his interpretation of Herzl as a "Zionist icon and myth-maker," 
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arguing that this quotation reveals that "an inextricable part of Herzl's myth was the 

magical power invested in [his] regal power. The myth of the rebom King-Messiah 

evoked both the ancient Davidic kingdom as well as the theatrical methods of modem 

mass politics" (31). Thus this passage works well to conununicate the political and 

religious idealism animating early Zionism. But it is of additional interest to me because 

Wistrich further notes that these words are attributed to "one Zionist writer, Ben-Ami" 

(31); that is, Mordecai Ben-Ami—my great-grandfather. What I read in the quote, then, is 

not just the remarks of an historical conunentator, but also those of a contextualized 

human being, one about whom I have heard personal stories, related to me by my 

grandmother, my mother, and various relatives, and one about whom I have been 

studying for the past two years. The passage inevitably reveals to me the character of the 

writer, and I see in the history being offered a character of Zionism. My acceptance of 

the idealism that runs throughout the passage is complicated by what I have come to 

know of my great-grandfather. In Chapter Three I discuss at length the complexity of 

Ben-Ami's ethos and my identification with him; that complexity is inevitably in 

dialogue with my reading of the passage above. 

Without such complexity history is indeed more easily read and written. As late as 

1970, one can find unambiguous interpretations of the Zionist movement that emphasize 

the noble motives, courageous risks, and prescient foresight of early followers of 

Zionism. Much like popular American portrayals of American pioneers as dedicated, 

determined survivors, so the early Zionists in popular Israeli imagination were often 

depicted in heroic terms. The politically problematic context of Israel's statehood and 
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consequent conflict with surrounding Arab populations made this type of propaganda 

seem necessary and useful. One characteristic publication describes Zionism and Israel's 

statehood in a typically celebratory, if somewhat defensive, fashion; 

That a nation cut off — in the main— from its land for nearly two 
thousand years should regain its sovereignty is amazing enough. That it should do 
so immediately after suffering the worst disaster any people in recorded history 
has ever suffered... and against overwhelming odds, compounds the astonishment 
and indeed awe that any spectator must feel... 

Nowadays, perhaps unfortunately, the Zionist movement has a 
'respectable' image. It should be remembered however that it is, at its roots, a 
revolutionary movement that aimed at— and largely succeeded in— moving a 
large part of the Jewish people back to its land and recasting its life there. Had the 
Zionist movement started in modem times, it might have been called 'The 
Popular Front for Jewish Liberation;" but, whatever the name, the essence of the 
movement is revolutionary. True, it used the methods and tactics current in the 
world in which it grew. It certainly did not advocate violence—indiscriminate or 
otherwise. But this in no way detracts from its essential character, (i - ii)^ 

This passage illustrates how the historian's sociopolitical lens influences his or her 

rhetorical choices in reconstructing an historical event for readers. Just as I have 

suggested above about my reading of Ben-Ami's words, Crowley has argued that given 

the indeterminacy of history writing, it is the historian's ethos which lends him or her 

credibility; Crowley argues that "what makes us read a history is the authority that it 

bears, its ethos While I address the concept of ethos in more detail in the next chapter, 

I would like here to point out, in the context of the above passage, how openly subjective 

this rendering of events is, and how much this particular historian depends on his 

relationship with his discourse community for identification and persuasion. This 

historian accepts Zionism uncritically and assumes that for the most part his audience 

will do likewise. 
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Nevertheless, this historian's fairly narrow conception of audience is useful for 

later readers, for it makes the sociopolitical influences of his time more obvious, and it 

allows us to speculate on the relationship between these forces and this historian's 

construction of Zionism. The conclusion I make after reading this obviously biased 

account is neither to discount this interpretation entirely, nor to conclude that 

historiography is hopelessly subjective and overly determined. Rather I find it useful as 

one construction which, in combination with the many others that exist, helps to create a 

heteroglossia of historical constructions, which together can work to create a more 

dialogic relationship among reader, historian, text, and historical event. The result can be 

a more ethical response to competing historical narratives, one that relies on multiplicity 

and subjectivity for its authorship. 

In order to retrieve some of the multiplicity of historical narratives, the historian 

can turn to less public and/or less dominant sources. In contrast to the fifty-year-long 

tradition of public glorification of the lives and deeds of early Zionists, one can research, 

as Thomas Miller suggests, "richly detailed descriptions of the shared experiences of a 

local community [... which] challenge the authority of the dominant discourse and create 

a space for the expression of suppressed traditions" ("Reinventing" 29). My great

grandfather's letters, as examples of private and nondominant discourse, represent such 

an alternative perspective. Further, the differences between his public proclamations of 

glory and private confessions of despair and disappointment are striking and enable a 

more complex understanding of early Jewish settlement of Palestine. For example, on 
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April 4, 1923, Chaim Weizmann, the future first president of Israel, in a speech at City 

College about the "chaluzim" (the "pioneers"), argued the following: 

I think it is no exaggeration to say that there is not a square kilometer of 
land anywhere in the world on which there is concentrated so much energy, so 
much idealism, so much intelligence, so much endeavor, as on this square 
kilometer on which work, dream, and suffer our Chaluzim. I have heard men 
speak who have come direct fi'om Palestine— non-Jews— and they say that they 
do not understand this type of man. The chaluzim are one of our miracles. Perhaps 
it is the stored up idealism of ages, come down to them from their grandfathers, 
and finding today an outlet and an application in Palestine. This store of idealism, 
this driving force, is making navvies out of university students and university 
students out of navvies. (30/ 

This public portrayal of the early settlers of Zionism is idealized, and the early 

Zionists are characterized as having more courage, more hope, more idealism than the 

average person has. Indeed, they are no longer human beings, but rather "miracles" on 

whose "driving force" the future of the Jewish state depends. While many Jews and non-

Jews were able to indulge in such romantic notions of the settlement of Palestine, my 

great-grandfather was confronted with the disparities between dream and reality. In 

letters from Chaiffa and Tel Aviv written in 1924, one year after Dr. Weizmann's 

triumphant address, Ben-Ami confesses to his son that he suffers from an "overwhelming 

sadness." In the following letter excerpt, he expresses his disappointment. 

Monday August 4"* 1924 

I no longer know my dear ones, what I must and what I can write you, as in 
general I must write you, because all of my letters hurt you so much, which is 
quite natural. You would like me to find something good, something encouraging, 
something consoling like Mom knew how to find. But what I can I do if I am truly 
another person, if I see everything differently, that is to say what is and not what I 
would like to see, that I conceive a different way than anybody else. You will find 
a thousand others still who will speak to you with enthusiasm, enchantment, and 
joy about everything that is being created in Palestine and about what has been 
created. What does this crowd of enthusiasts know about the national ideal, about 
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this rebirth that we dreamt about for centuries and for which our elite spent so 
much of its moral force these last few years? What do they know about all the 
vicissitudes through which this elite has gone since the first stone was put down at 
the tehia,^ since the foundation of the first colony through sufferings and through 
superhuman efforts? And here it is; you find a caricature, the most repulsive, the 
base of all the construction that is decaying and dangerous for the whole future. 
And everything screams at you with evidence that is obvious to the naked eye and 
to the heart— no future in all of this; we have lost our hope.^ Too small, too petty, 
too wrong— everything that is being done too small, too null, too petty, what they 
do. And on top of that, they are a bunch of parasites on the bleeding body of the 
poor people, who only take care of their well being and their vanity. No heart, no 
soul among them. Those who for tens of years were devoted with all of their soul 
to the idea became civil servants here in Palestine, and they have forgotten the 
final goal, all the beautiful traditions of the movement erased fi'om their hearts, all 
their good sentiments, and they only take care of politics and diplomacy of the 
personal kind, quite selfish and sometimes dishonest. 

If there is something good, naturally, why not? But this is a drop in the 
buckef and not at all linked with the main task. Just like there are separate facts 
that cannot make you forget, even for a moment, the great national drama. In fact 
I haven't even seen anything myself, even for a moment, that can cause me to 
rejoice, that gives me the slightest pleasure. But I suppose, nevertheless, one can 
find something good. So we must have in view everything that was kept beautiful 
or good in the national life [...] even though it's ready to collapse. The ones on 
the right as well as those on the left are too extreme; I'm talking about real 
orthodoxy, naive, still plunged in the past. Because for the Mizrachi^ one holds 
the flag of religion in the hand but not in the heart, as far as I can see in its 
representative. For the real orthodoxy, besides some despicable schemers who act 
through vanity, envy, and other low personal stimuli, it is a horrible carelessness 
that will also result in a crumbling. Not the slightest effort for any kind of 
improvement, to reanimate and animate. We let things go through tradition and 
after us the flood  ̂

This letter is representative of many my great-grandfather sent to his son that year 

and many that followed in the next few years. The joy and hope that characterizes my 

great-grandfather's description of Herzl is for the most part absent from his private 

descriptions of the pioneer experience. He misses "the society" of his previous life, 

fmding "few people of interest to speak with" in the makeshift Jewish settlements. He 

finds the natural landscape barren and unpleasant, with "little to bring [him] pleasure and 
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joy." The occasional concerts he attends are poor in quality and the services in the 

synagogue lack respect for tradition and ceremony.These complaints can perhaps be 

interpreted as fairly common responses to the dif^culties of adjusting to living in a 

developing country. However, the critiques my great-grandfather raises about the Zionist 

settlement of Palestine indicate a more than superficial discomfort. As his great-

granddaughter, I have experienced pain in discovering the extent of my great

grandfather's sadness. It would have been much more pleasant to have been able to hold 

on to my previous image of him as a daring, courageous, and committed hero, whose 

efforts at escaping Russian anti-Semitism and Jewish and non-Jewish indifference to 

Zionism were rewarded with his being able to spend the final years of his life in the 

country of his aspirations. I imagine the sentimentality 1 harbor for my great

grandfather's life is similar to Israel's national sentimentality in the years after the 

Holocaust and the establishment of Israel as a state. I want to protect my great

grandfather firom disappointment, to shield him fi-om the painful realization that his life's 

goals and dreams would not be fulfilled in the spirit he imagined them. I believe the 

richness of the dream that inspired him is the inevitable cause of his subsequent 

disappointment. I speculate that Israel's first historians wrote under similar emotional 

conditions. 

With these strong emotions coloring my analyses, I turned what I believed to be a 

critical, more "scholarly" eye toward my great-grandfather's descriptions of prestate 

Israel. I scanned his letters for specific, concrete example of societal nonfunction. I still 

believed on an emotional level in the rightness of the settlement of Israel and was 
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privately impatient with all his complaints; thus I was a resistant reader, looking for 

evidence that would dispute his conclusions. I found descriptions of political corruption, 

moral weakness, indifference to poverty; I found descriptions of decisions made by 

powerful people motivated by self-interest rather than the common good, and I found 

narratives exposing Israel's founding fathers as participants in petty and useless 

squabbles. It is still difficult for me to know how to interpret these descriptions. I do not 

wonder about the accuracy about my great-grandfather's claims, but rather I struggle with 

how to place them. His world does not sound so different fi-om mine. Can he have 

believed that a Jewish state would be more moral, more just, or less corrupt, less 

inhumane than other countries? What were his expectations? From my twentieth-century 

postmodern perspective, his complaints seem foolish and therefore disappointing, for I 

cannot imagine the faith he must have had in political systems and human behavior to be 

so disillusioned by them. My cynical lens, distrustful of any political power and 

suspicious of all human behavior, is one that affected Israel's next generation of 

historians. In their historiographies there are no heroes, and the Zionist enterprise is 

neither noble nor redemptive, but rather as politically manipulative and blind as all 

western forms of colonialism. 

The Zionist as Colonizer: Cynicism and Self-Critique 

In the introduction to their 1995 anthology, Israeli historians Wistrich and Ohana 

argue that "historical 'Revisionism' is in fashion in Israel as in most of the western world 

as established views of the past are criticized, reassessed or openly debunked" (vii). 
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When I first began this dissertation, I made a number of significant contacts with 

researchers doing similar work in Israel. I quickly realized how far the pendulum had 

swung against previous constructions of Zionism when one scholar admitted that his 

research was leading him to the conclusion that Zionism was not far removed from 

fascism. This level of critique is not unusual. In 1991 Israeli fiction writer Amos Oz 

created a character who rebels against his father, a right-wing Zionist supporter. This 

character compares the actions of Jewish extremists with those of the Nazis: "From the 

bus window, on the way, in the area of the Mahane Yehuda market, by the light of a 

street lamp, he saw a black placard with the words, 'Arabs, out,' and he translated them 

into German switching Arabs with Jews, and was overwhelmed by fury."'' Partially 

because of similar dissatisfaction and anger over their country's problematic relationship 

with its Palestinian population, current Israeli historians are reassessing their country's 

relationship to its land; Zionism and the pioneer settlements are among the core historical 

events that are being reevaluated. Most historians agree that this period of reassessing 

Zionism began in the 1960s, when Israel faced a crisis of conscience. As Israeli historian 

Sachar describes, 

The mood of affluent Israel in the mid-1960s was far gloomier than the mood of 
the still impoverished Israel of 19S6 [...]. Although plainly outgrowing its 
earlier slogans, values, institutions, and ideals, the nation had failed thus far to 
generate an effective replacement. With a Jewish refuge now apparently well 
established, how much idealism could be traded for security, how much Jewish 
universalism for Israeli nationalism? Here was a state that had been founded to 
revolutionize and even utopianize Jewish life, but which, far from attracting Jews, 
was losing them at a considerable rate in the mid-1960s [...]. In 1966 there was 
actually more emigration from Israel than inunigration. (597) 
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My own cynical and critical eye toward Zionism is most likely inherited from this 

national distrust prevalent in the 1960s. My mother was bom in Israel in the 1930s and 

met my father there in the 1960s. Like many young people of the time, they were 

disenchanted with Israel's politics, disappointed with its economic possibilities, and tired 

of Zionist slogans and nationalist pride. My mother rebelled against her pioneer 

background and the role her family played in Israeli history. As a child, I often heard 

disparaging stories about my grandfather and great-grandfather. The moral of those 

stories was that my Zionist ancestors had been pretentious, egocentric, and narrow-

minded in their views. This personal history has meant that in my scholarly work many of 

my initial responses Zionism and the pioneer settlement are colored by the kind of 

cynicism and pessimism characteristic of Israeli Revisionists. I have made efforts to see 

past this lens, and there are indeed moments in which I can understand Zionism more as 

my great-grandfather intended it and less as my mother disparaged it. But I live in a 

political climate in which Palestinian rights have been recognized, all forms of 

colonialism are being critiqued, nationalism is suspect, and national, religious, and ethnic 

identities are seen as fractured and complex—all of which make it more difiHcult to 

unproblematically view Zionism as heroic. My interpretation of Zionism, then, is hardly 

monologic, and hopefully my writing of history is more complex. Recognizing the ways 

in which I am positioned vis-a-vis my research material gives me the ability to isolate and 

identify various competing historical constructions and creates more possibility for 

dialogic reading. Ultimately, these various strands of historical interpretation complicate 
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my initial responses so that I am made more vulnerable to persuasion from theoretical 

lenses different from the ones I began with. 

Similarly Israeli historians Wistrich and Ohana identify their positionality by 

placing Revisionism within a specific historical context and by identifying the 

sociopolitical forces which make it attractive to them. They attribute these revisions of 

previous Israeli historiographies to a change in sociopolitical climate, stating that "The 

cherished image of the early pioneers and hardy Zionist warriors [...] has suffered [...]. 

[It] would appear that some Israelis have no further need of larger-than-life heroes, least 

of all role models of reckless bravery or military prowess" (vii). Many scholars agree 

with Wistrich and Ohana that "the assauh on 'heroic idealism' [...] probably has its roots 

in the attitudes of the skeptical generation that came of age in the 1960s. The disillusion 

generated by the scarring traumas of the 1973 Yom Kippur War, the disastrous adventure 

in the 1980s and the Palestinian uprising, doubtless reinforced this trend and paved the 

way for the iconoclasm"(viii). Thus the authors place their own and their contemporaries' 

historiographies within specific contexts, articulating how political forces have helped to 

shape their constructions of Zionism. Erik Cohen, another Israeli historian, argues that 

"in the aftermath of the 1967 and 1973 wars, the stage was set for the gradual demise of 

classical Zionism and for the transition of Israeli society into the post-Zionist period" 

(208). These historians' acknowledgements of positioned historical interpretation does 

not lead me to discount their work as biased and therefore irresponsible or less 

interesting. On the contrary, they are attempting to do what Jarratt suggests is an ethical 
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way to write history, by beginning with locating one's own positionality vis-4-vis the 

research material. 

In speculating on the impact of current political events on their scholarly stances 

toward their research, historians like Wistrich, Ohana, and Cohen make room for a more 

dialogic relationship with their readers, whether or not their readers belong to the same 

discourse conununity as they. Their willingness to examine their own positionality 

strengthens their ethos^ especially for those readers who are not inclined toward 

identification or persuasion. Thus although these scholars provide no less a biased 

account of Zionism or the pioneer settlement than their predecessors, they are less 

inclined to assume a homogenous audience for their arguments. In a more self

consciously multicultural climate, these historians do not attempt universalistic claims, 

but rather locate their interpretations within a specific culture, time, and political climate. 

This strand of historical interpretation, in combination with earlier historiographies, 

create a complex interweaving of competing and contradictory historical constructions, 

which, I argue, make it more possible for the reader to identify with, and ultimately be 

persuaded by, an "other's" view. 

Cohen describes the process of change in an historian's perceptions of Zionism 

when he argues that "starting out as an 'Utopia,' as a vision and blueprint for an ideal 

society in the future, Zionism has eventually turned into an 'ideology,' in the strict sense, 

an instrument employed by the established dominant groups to defend both their interests 

and the status quo" (210). Although he frames the mutation of Utopic Zionism into self-

interested conservatism as descriptive of Zionism, and not as a development of how 
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Zionism has been perceived over the years, we can see both operating in the above 

statement. Ifis 1989 characterization of how Zionism has changed is not so different from 

my great-grandfather's lament in 1924 that 

Those who for tens of years were devoted with all of their soul to the idea became 
civil servants here in Palestine, and they have forgotten the final goal, all the 
beautiful traditions of the movement erased from their hearts, all their good 
sentiments, and they only take care of politics and diplomacy of the personal kind, 
quite selfish and sometimes dishonest. 

That the spirit, purpose and goals of Zionism have changed in the ways that both 

my great-grandfather and Cohen decry is evident. Also evident is that perceptions of 

Zionism have been in a continuous state of flux, so that the two can be said to be shaping 

each other, perception and reality working together to create new constructions and 

perceptions. We can find more evidence of the interrelationships between historical event 

and historical construction in current textbooks on Zionism and the history of Israel. For 

example, the Israeli historian Sachar writes the following about the predominant 

perceptions of Zionism in the 1930s; 

The schoolboy in Bucharest, the tailor in New York's garment district, the 
disillusioned intellectual in Vienna—all were moved by the vision of a bronzed 
new race of Jews who spoke their own Hebrew language, plowed their own fields, 
loaded their own rifles, sang their own anthems, and never hushed their voices or 
looked back in fear over their shoulders. These were the palpable 
accomplishments that kindled the imagination and hopes of Jews abroad, and that 
was reflected in a quiet, if still tentative renaissance of Jewish folk music and 
drama, of Jewish art and belles-lettres, even of Jewish religious expression. (194) 

Although Sachar casts this imaginative description as a perception of the past, his 

lively language, vivid imagery, and repetitions of phrases suggest that the power of 

Zionism to capture the Jewish imagination is not a previous delusion from which current 

Jews have recovered. Because of Sachar's choice of language in this passage, more is 
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communicated than the past power of the Zionist dream to give up to a scattered Jewish 

people. Rather, through figurative language and emotional appeals, this ancient hope is 

recreated for the reader. Phrases such as "a bronzed new race of Jews" smack of 

nationalism and have an implied racism that historians in the 1990s would normally shy 

away from. Nevertheless, this well-respected textbook was published in 1996.1 argue 

that the notion of a free and strong Jew is still so rhetorically powerful that this historian, 

although seemingly only writing history, unknowingly reveals in his unconsciously 

epideictic discourse how powerful a grasp Zionism has on the emotion of modem Jewish 

writers and scholars, whether they acknowledge this influence or not. 

The double-voiced aspect of this passage is an example of heteroglossic history, 

in which one historical interpretation is shot through with another, creating an effect of 

multiple simultaneous histories speaking to one another in constant conversation and 

sometimes in contradiction regardless of authorial intent. I argue that in Sachar's 

historical depiction of the impact of Zionism, there is not one monologic version of 

Zionism being constructed, but rather muhiple perspectives are suggested by this 

passage, which create a more complex presentation of Zionism as a rhetorical construct. 

Recognizing this kind of muhiplicity within seemingly straightforward historical 

constructs can make us more aware and conscientious readers of historiography. This 

kind of reading emphasizes the dialectical relationship between constructions of "Zionist 

as pioneer" and "Zionist as colonizer" rather than emphasizing them as separate 

categories. These opposing constructions of Zionism interact Avith one another in a 

continuous cycle of reaction, action, and interaction. Further evidence of the resilience of 
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the Zionist ideal and romantic perceptions of Zionism can be found in a current historical 

perspective that is openly critical of the Revisionist analyses and reinterpretations of 

Zionism. 

The Zionist as Victim: Defending the Accused 

David Myers, an American scholar of Israeli historiography, describes in a 1995 

book how the critiques of Zionism that have been popular from the 1970s on gave way to 

strong reactions against this kind of reevaluation. He describes how the various 

constructions of Zionism have become a site of controversy and conflict for Israeli 

historians. He states: 

Proceeding on the assumption that Israel has entered a "post-Zionist" age, surely 
one of the most interesting manifestations is a new critical historiography whose 
objective is to examine some of the foundational myths of Zionism. This new 
historiography has explored a number of controversial questions ranging from the 
significance of the first waves of Zionist immigration to Palestine to the policy of 
the new Israeli State toward the Arab population. The resulting debates have been 
impassioned and even bitter, evoking a kind of Israeli Historikerstreit. As in the 
more renowned German case, these historiographical disputes have come at an 
important turning point in national consciousness and identity. Following an 
extended period of crisis, Israel has reached a new level of physical security and 
political maturity that, among other effects, permits a fresh and critical 
examination of its Zionist origins. The new historiographical perspectives are an 
outgrowth of that maturity, though, to be sure not universally welcomed by all. 
(11-12) 

Myers himself interprets Zionism in complicated ways, locating it within recent 

discussions of nationalism. He relies on postcolonial scholar Homi Bhaba's notions of 

bifurcated identity and Bourdieu's notion of "intellectual field [standing] in 

complimentary or oppositional relationships to each other"(181) to interpret the 

development of Israeli historiographies in the twentieth century. He often asserts the 
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multiplicity of interpretation within Israeli historiography, resisting claims that might 

simplify the variety and complexity of these developments. His purpose is "to examine 

the manifold ways in which Zionism shaped the intellectual and institutional contours of 

Jewish historical scholarship" (9), and he is comfortable with a method of history writing 

that presumes "a set of deep tensions—between centrifugal and centripetal impulses, 

between localization and globalization, between professional and existential demands" 

(185). Israeli historian Efraim Karsh, in contrast, firmly resists prevalent reassessments of 

Zionism and opens his recent book on current Israeli historiography with the following 

argument; 

For quite some time Israeli historiography has been subjected to a sustained 
assault by a cohort of self-styled "new historians" vying to debunk what they 
claim to be the distorted "Zionist narrative" of Israeli history in general, and of 
the Arab-Israeli conflict in particular. Deriding alternative interpretations as "old" 
or "mobilized," they have portrayed Zionism as the "original sin" underlying the 
region's violent history. To some, Zionism is an archaic remnant of Western 
colonialism destined to wither away sooner or later as Israel will enter its "post-
Zionist" phase. To others it is "merely" an exploitative and aggressive movement 
which brought about the Palestinian tragedy and bears the responsibility for 
perpetuating the conflict with its Arab neighbors, failing time and again to seize 
their extended hand for peace. (1) 

Karsh's purpose is to undermine the credibility of the new historians by questioning their 

theses and research methods. His book consists of a sustained argument that the new 

historians are biased and that their research methodologies are flawed and sloppy. 

Karsh's stated purpose is not to argue that the new historians have failed to account for 

relevant secondary sources; rather he is primarily interested in showing how their 

interpretations of the evidence they have access to are flawed. He intends to "prove that 

the very documentation used by these self-styled champions of'truth and morality' 
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reveals a completely difTerent picture from that which they have painted (7). Karsh's 

attack is an attack on the positionality of the new historians' historiography. Believing 

that their ideological commitments have turned them into unethical historians, Karsh 

questions their professionalism: 

Violating every tenet of bona fide research, the misrepresentation of the historical 
record by the "new historians" has ranged from the more "innocent" act of 
reading into documents what is not there, to tendentious truncation of documents 
in a way that distorts their original meaning, to "creative rewriting" of original 
texts by putting words in people's mouths and/or giving false descriptions of the 
contents of these documents. The "new Israeli Distortiography" would not be an 
inaccurate description of this foul play. (7) 

Interestingly enough, Karsh is not openly offended by the new historians' ideological 

commitments; rather, he is uncomfortable with their self-acknowledged positioned 

interpretations. Although writers of revisionist Israeli history are often explicit about their 

subjectivity, Karsh fmds this intolerable. When he accuses the new historians of "reading 

into documents what is not there," he seems to argue for a monologic stability of text and 

one correct way to read it. This is in contrast with Berlin's argument that 

The historian must deny pretensions to objectivity, looking upon the production of 
histories as a dialectical interaction between the set of conceptions (the terministic 
screen) brought to the materials of history and the materials themselves. The data 
chosen for interpretation and for exclusion will be determined by this governing 
framework. The data itself, however, can also disrupt the scheme which selected 
it, challenging in a genuine dialects its adequacy to events. There are no definitive 
histories since no historian's ruling perceptual network can ever account for the 
entire historical field, or even for the field it itself has selected. Thus, there must 
be muhiple histories of rhetoric, each identifying its unique standing place—its 
grounds for seeing—and the terrain made available from this perspective. Most 
important, each history endorses an ideology, a conception of economic, social, 
political, and cultural arrangements that is privileged in its interpretation. These 
must be made self-reflexively available to scrutiny. In brie^ historians must 
become aware of the rhetoricity of their own enterprise, rhetoric here being 
designated the uses of language in the play of power. (6) 
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My approach has in fact been one of self-reflexivity regarding rhetoricity. I have sought 

to allow the various rhetorical constructions of "the Zionist"— as pioneer, as colonizer, 

and as victim, to inform the preexisting perceptions I gained from family lore and my 

own sociopolitical context. Rather than attempt to isolate one "correct" interpretative lens 

with which to analyze my great-grandfather's letters, I choose instead to embrace this 

multiplicity of historical interpretation. In the next section, I will analyze excerpts from 

my great-grandfather's letters to give an example of what kind of historiographies are 

possible with this acceptance of multiplicity. Having introduced various historical 

constructions of Zionism, I will now show how passages from Ben-Ami's letters can 

evoke all these constructions simultaneously and how the letters can thus be read through 

contradictory lenses concurrently. Rather than argue that these passages represent one 

particular construction or another, I will show instead how the letters are shot through 

with many contradictory perspectives and how my own multilayered lenses interact with 

the texts' openendedness, so that a complex dialogic history is created—one that resists 

monology and allows for more capacity to see the "other's" point of view. 

Ben-Ami's Letters, Rhetorical Histories, and the Room for Dialogic Ethics 

The subjectivity of historical interpretation was not lost upon my great

grandfather as he strove to record the events of Palestine's early settlement for his son in 

his letters. Although he is often opinionated, forceful in his judgments, and stubborn in 

his disappointment, Ben-Ami does acknowledge that his perspective is biased. 

Objectivity eludes him, as he describes in the following excerpted letter: 
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Sunday 4 p.m. August 10 1924 

If I could simply be an observer, completely impassable, insensitive, I would be 
able to forget myself completely. It's a huge field of observation, like nowhere 
else—so nuuiy colors, so many shapes, so much ugliness, so many contrasts, so 
much diversity. But the observation, neutral, tranquil, is not given to me. Every 
observed fact immediately acts upon my soul, who judges, and whose diagnostic 
comes despite myself 

Ben-Ami struggled, as I have noted earlier, with the disparities between his 

original goals for a Jewish state and the realities of the corruption, selfishness, and 

immorality he saw developing in the Yishuv. This disappointment can be understood in a 

variety of ways. I will analyze a typical passage in which my great-grandfather laments 

the ways in which Zionism has failed to meet his earlier expectations fi'om the three 

lenses I have introduced—the Zionist as pioneer, as colonizer, and as victim. I will also 

show how this passage includes a multiplicity of interpretations of Zionism in its 

language. Finally, 1 will analyze how the interactions of these historical constructions of 

Zionism, the multiplicity of constructions of Zionism that my great-grandfather reveals in 

his letters, and my own personal and scholarly biases interact to create an historical 

interpretation that is heteroglossic, open-ended, inconclusive and dialogic: 

One can fool people as much as one wants with all kinds of rejoicing facts 
through which we try to fool ourselves and others, but the whole is more than 
useless. It is negative, and one must be really, really naive, or really, really 
dishonest to say that a fiiture is being created, that a national rebirth has started [.. 
.]. Never, never, it is the worst falsification. This I can see, more and more. And 
who will create this future? The OUS? The W and company? All great useless 
people. That they have proven over and over again in their actions, especially 
lately. I don't even believe that a great influence of people could change the 
fundamental tendency, and one needs time, tens and tens of years; and during 
these years all the people will have time to be persuaded and drowned in the 
political current. 
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It is possible to read this passage as an expression of moral outrage that is 

appropriate for the Zionist as pioneering hero. From that perspective, the moral 

superiority of the pioneers that Weizmann argues for is supported by this text. My great

grandfather, as an individual of unusual conunitment and political idealism, is 

disappointed with his surroundings that cannot possibly live up to his superior standards. 

From this vantage point, Zionism survives as a worthy, noble, and heroic effort, and my 

great-grandfather lives on as the human embodiment of this momentous expression of 

moral courage and vision. In contrast, a revisionist reading would emphasize my great

grandfather's critiques, focusing on his insistence that "no national rebirth is being 

created." In his despair the new historians would find confirmation for their constructions 

of Zionism as flawed, corrupt, and useless in its attempts to create political 

improvements. The modem historian wanting to revive a positive image of the Zionist 

could point to the cynicism and moral weakness in the face of political manipulation that 

my great-grandfather predicts and therein see evidence of the new historian's cynicism 

and lack of faith. 

Ben-Ami himself expresses a multiplicity of perspectives on Zionism— 

simultaneously upholding his Utopic vision and lamenting its collapse. In his last phrase 

"one needs time, tens and tens of years," he acknowledges that Zionism will change and 

could change in the directions he would prefer. At the same time he dares not hope that 

this will happen, stating "one must be really, really naive or really, really dishonest to say 

a future is being created." Thus he expresses two contradictory visions concurrently. 

From my perspective as a great-granddaughter, I am inclined to see my great
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grandfather's critiques of Zionism as self-critiques. As he grows older, in my 

imagination, he grows less satisfied with what he has been able to accomplish. As the end 

of his life nears, he realizes what he will not be able to do anymore, and this is what he is 

concerned with. He does not appreciate what he has accomplished, but rather chooses to 

punish himself with what remains undone and out of his control. Thus he hopes to 

persuade his son and his future grandchildren and great-grandchildren to take up his 

cause. Despite his exclamations of despair, I imagine that my great-grandfather is 

actually arguing and hoping for the opposite; he actually hopes that Zionism will prosper 

because of his words, his commitments, and his influence on future generations. 

As an academician living in the United States in a period that accepts 

positionality, subjectivity, fractured national identities, and continual revisions and 

reevaluations of the past, I am inclined to hear my great-grandfather's words as one small 

"voice in the desert,""— one strand that, in combination with many others, will help 

contemporary and future historians create temporary and positioned interpretations of 

their own. As Berlin states. 

Our conceptions of the present guide us in looking at the past, but in looking for 
our other we discover disruptions in our conceptions so that past and present are 
simultaneously reconceived [...]. And this dialectical process is never finally 
ended, since the relation of past and present will continually change throu^ time, 
each generation needing to reformulate its historical understanding. (123) * 

Or, as my great-grandfather wrote in one of his letters; "now there is nothing left 

to do but to define the past—through memory, memoir, and analysis [...]. We must 

keep these materials for future histories to be written." Importantly, the process of 

historical revision and reconception that Ben-Ami and Berlin both describe is intimately 
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connected to revisions and reconceptions of the self in dialogue with history. If we are to 

engage ethically with the past, and with the "other's past" as well as our own, we need as 

scholars and teachers to be aware of our own processes of personal identification with 

texts. In this chapter I have attempted to demonstrate the positioned, rhetorical nature of 

historical interpretation, arguing in the process that within such positioning a dialogic 

ethics of response to the other can be fostered. In the next chapter, I wish to continue 

developing that argument by complicating positionality; I wish to show that my personal 

response to my great-grandfather's letters—my self in dialogue with history—is not a 

static or easily definable element positioned within a larger dialogic context. Rather, my 

process of identification, which largely defines my self in response to the "other," is 

temporal and shifting, fluid and unstable. Based upon that premise, I offer two 

significant implications for rhetoric and composition scholars; a justification for 

invoking the personal in classes that promote the reading and writing of multicultural 

texts; and an opportunity to further develop a dialogic ethics of response through a 

productive and critical awareness of personal processes of identification. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

MULTICULTURALISM, RESPONSE, AND ffiENTIFICATION: 

DISCOVERING THE PERSONAL IN MY GREAT-GRANDFATHER'S 

LETTERS 

Scholarly discussions in rhetoric and composition regularly interrogate how the 

professional identities of teacher and scholar shape our relationships to texts, whether 

these texts originate from our students, come from the world beyond the academy, or 

appear in our classroom anthologies. Of particular concern recently is how we respond as 

teachers and scholars to texts from a variety of cultural and ethnic backgrounds 

previously underrepresented by the academy. In this chapter I hope to add to these 

conversations by considering how personal processes of ethnic/cultural identification 

affect academic responses to multicultural texts, texts which by definition function to 

represent the "other." I have chosen to distinguish between "personal" identity and 

"academic" identity for the sake of better understanding how the processes of ethnic and 

cultural identification—^which are rooted in the very personal specifics of birthplace, first 

language, and family history—can at times foster in our writing classrooms a host of 

productive conditions and emotions; conflict, misunderstanding, confusion, resistance, 

anxiety, learning, dialogism, hope, and empathy. In using the term personal, I refer to 

the unique combination of social determinators and responses to those determinators, 

which, despite fluidity and instability, context and construction, shape our interactions 

with the other. 
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The practice of introducing multicultural texts into the composition classroom is 

predicated on the assumption that requiring students, regardless of their cultural 

background, to read texts originating from a variety of cultures will facilitate better 

understanding of and communication with the other in the text, and that will eventually 

translate into better understanding of and communication with the other in the worid.' 

A reader of normative texts, especially when reading from the position of the other 

experiences a complicated process of identification that is connected to his or her 

personal identity and, from various vantage points, constructs an identity vis-a-vis those 

texts. In my own case, I read texts from the "other" position as a Jewish female.^ Such 

readers benefit, to borrow Bakhtin's phrase, from a "surplus of seeing," in which they 

become more aware of their identity as a response to those texts and can thereby enter 

into a more dialogic relationship with them. A significant assumption behind requiring 

muhicultural texts in the classroom is that all students need to experience, as much as 

possible, a more complex process of response and identification, a process which is often 

daily practice for readers and writers whose predominant identities lie beyond the 

dominant cultural paradigm. 

However, recent scholarship argues that this process does not always take place in 

the ways the writing teacher intended. Analyzing my great-grandfather's letters has 

contributed to my understanding of cultural identity as part of a personal process that is 

under constant revision and reinterpretation. My work of translating and writing about 

my great-grandfather's letters has suggested to me that students' responses to 

multicultural texts may be fluid, contextual, and vulnerable to continual revision and 
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renegotiation, as my responses to my great-grandfather's letters have proven to be. In 

this paper I describe the process of cultural identification as varied and variable, 

including moments of identification, non-and reidentification. ^ 

To describe this complex process of identification more concretely, I examine 

selected passages from my great-grandfather's letters and discuss how the letters did not 

create a static response of identification from me but rather created many renegotiations 

of my great-grandfather's and my own identity constructions. I offer these complicated 

and continually shifting moments of identification with my great-grandfather as an 

example of how much more complex the process of cultural identification is than the 

terms identity politics and multiculturalism often suggest. In my examination I illustrate 

identity formation as multifaceted, constructing a concept of ethos from classical sources, 

Burke's concept of identification, and a Bakhtinian understanding of discourse. I analyze 

passages from sample letters using these theoretical lenses to describe an interactive, 

subjective, and ongoing process of identity construction taking place in both writer and 

reader. That process is a dialogic one, grounded in response and embodying what 

Levinas would consider ethical action in relation to the other. 

Some Ethical Dimensions of Penuasion and Identification 

Early on, when I was first reading my great-grandfather's letters, I wondered 

whether I would be able to analyze his ethos accurately. I questioned whether my 

interpretations of his character, my characterization of his "voice," and my discussions of 

his rhetorical strategies would say more about my own ideological biases and academic 
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interests than about my great-grandfather's intended ethos construction, or his ethos as 

perceived by the initial readers of the letters, let alone his actual identity. I believe that in 

my act of reading the letters, their meaning has already changed. I realize that I shape my 

interpretation of my great-grandfather's ethos to suit my audience of academic 

rhetoricians, and that as a writer and teacher of writing, I see material in his letters that 

might not be found by someone less professionally invested in discovering, for example, 

interesting uses of language, multiple constructions of the self in writing, or identity 

questions raised by language. Similarly the hero behind these letters—a writer who 

protested publicly the injustice of anti-Semitism, who was not ashamed of his Judaism, 

who combined his spiritual commitment with a political activism—I know to be my 

creation. It says perhaps more about me than my great-grandfather. I understand that in 

analyzing my great-grandfather's ethos constructions, I am rewriting him, reconstructing 

him, creating another fiction, more for my own purposes than his. 

Thus before offering an analysis of the letters, I think it wise to describe the 

theoretical lenses that inform my understandings of key terms, such as ethos and 

identification For this context I define ethos as "not-identity and yet not not-identity"— 

that is, not identity itself but the identity chosen for presentation. This presentation occurs 

in a specific context and is thus shaped by the expectations and audience of that context. I 

do not assume that because the presentation of identity is chosen, it is therefore "firee," 

but rather I see it as shaped by powerful societal influences such as class, gender, and 

ethnicity. Nevertheless, in defining ethos as "not-identity," I do not mean to ignore the 

dignity behind human expression, nor do I believe it necessarily results in a relativistic 
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morality. Instead, although I view the presentation of one's writing self as located within 

a particular context, temporal and temporary, shifting and shaped by audience 

expectations and defined by positionality, I still see ethos as a potentially powerful agent 

in ethical discursive action. 

I view our field's current questions about the possibility of "real" ethical voice 

(given postmodern and poststructuralist questioning of the stability and validity of ethical 

positioning) as related to the Aristotelian/Platonic split over the understanding of the 

word character in Aristotle's definition of ethos: i.e., the use of the character of the 

speaker as a tool for persuasion. In the following analysis of ethos construction in Ben-

Ami's letters, I rely on a largely Aristotelian definition of ethos— a construction of self 

whose purpose is to convey credibility to an audience within a specific rhetorical 

situation created in the moment by the writing. But I am also influenced by Bakhtin's 

definitions of discourse and view the letters with an interest in dialogic, open-ended, 

heteroglossic forms of discourse that celebrate the multiple, shifting, and temporal 

writing identities that can be contradictory and yet remain in dialogue and thus 

complement one another. 

My own process of identity formation is bound up in shifting interactions with 

and responses to my great-grandfather's ethos. Burke's concept of identification sheds 

light on this dialogic relationship between my great-grandfather's ethos and my own 

process of identity formation. I read alternately as a great-granddaughter, scholar, fellow 

writer, fellow Jew, woman, and twentieth-century American. Even the ways in which I 

interpret my great-grandfather's ethos are influenced by this multifaceted process of 
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identity formation. My reading process is thus one of crossing multiple boundaries to 

gain another's perspective and to complicate my own. Such has been postulated as an 

alternative goal of rhetoric; Burke has argued that the New Rhetoric has replaced a 

former, antagonistic, logocentric definition of rhetoric (persuasion) with a more 

accommodating, communal, and dialogic one (identification). However, scholars such as 

Wamock and Youngdahl have pointed out that Burke himself subordinated the process of 

identification to the purpose of persuasion: "rhetoric becomes the act of discovering or 

creating the probable shared grounds or joined interests that make persuasion possible" 

(337). Burke complicates the notion of identification as a persuasive process when in 

Language as Svmbolic Action he states, "The concept of Identification begins in a 

problem of this sort; Aristotle's Rhetoric centers in the speaker's explicit designs with 

regard to the confi'onting of an audience. But there are also ways in which we 

spontaneously, intuitively, even unconsciously persuade ourselves" (301). Burke's 

emphasis on the persuasive potential of identification, whether conscious or unconscious, 

provides a firm basis from which to explore the moments of identifying and 

nonidentifying as not "just" perceived moments of connection but as rhetorical constructs 

with persuasive power regardless of authorial intent. 

Burke can also be said to have anticipated some of the more recent discussions of 

the ideological implications of identity, one version of which we have come to call 

"identity politics." He states, "In forming ideas of our personal identity, we 

spontaneously identify ourselves with family, nation, political or cultural cause, church, 

and so on" (301). Thus he recognizes the valid and powerful desire we often feel to view 
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ourselves as included by a chosen conununity. In analyzing these letters, I recognize the 

strong pull of such political and/or ethnic positioning, especially as a significant 

component of most twentieth-centuiy liberation movements. Nevertheless, I maintain an 

impassioned critique of the potential of such simplified positionings to calcify a 

complicated process of identity development by presenting a monologic and static 

definition of identity that contradicts my inclination to view discourse as heteroglossic, 

open-ended, and dialogic. Thus, when I use the term ethos in my analyses, I am aware of 

how I, as a reader, shape these constructions due to my theoretical lenses. At the same 

time, I am also aware that I am nevertheless persuaded by these ethos constructions 

through the process of identification. By maintaining my focus on the shifting and 

temporal spontaneity of that identification, and the multiplicity of possible responses to 

my great-grandfather's texts, I seek to situate my constructions of myself and my great

grandfather within a dialogic ethics of response. 

The Letters: Moments of Identification, Nonidentification, Reidentification 

I offer below a discussion of particularly strong moments of identification, 

nonidentification, and reidentification for me in reading Ben-Ami's letters. I then analyze 

the ethos constructed by Ben-Ami for me during those moments (choosing to disregard at 

this point the intended audience) and speculate on how my reluctance or willingness to 

identify with my great-grandfather colors my analysis of his ethos construction in those 

instances. The work of translation slows down the usual process of identifying with the 

writer because the reader/translator must wait until the meaning of the text emerges. 
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however competent the translator. This drawn-out process intensified moments of strong 

identification as the semantic meaning of my great-grandfather's words revealed 

themselves to me. One of the more exciting of such moments occurred fairly early on in 

my process of translation. My great-grandfather wrote about a trip to Jerusalem in 1924: 

Vou are surprised naturally that I never speak about the quite precious antiquities 
of which Jerusalem is so rich. Yes, Jerusalem is the richest in the world in 
memories and monuments to the past and the poorest and the most miserable in its 
present. What a fall! To the bottom of Hell. And what an enormous distance, what 
a shameful contrast between the past and the present. And when I view that which 
recalls this enormous past, I can not help but sob, I do not know why. At [an 
unnamed] monument, the tears choked me to such an extent that I had to hide. 
Fortunately I found a cave nearby where I could hide myself 

When I read these words, they immediately called to mind descriptions of my own visit 

to Jerusalem in 1995. In my journal I found the following entry about my visit to the 

Wailing Wall, my experience uncannily resembling my great-grandfather's; in some 

cases our phrasing and choice of words are identical: 

I stop at the small stand where a Lubbitzer woman repeats the same question 
"You are Jewish? You will light the Shabbat candles this Friday?" "Yes," I reply, 
"with my grandmother." She hands me two small white candles, and I find myself 
weeping; this is unexpected. I ask for a piece of paper and while writing down my 
prayer, I find it hard to keep my hand from shaking, and I let the tears go [...]. 
The tears are wrenched out of me. They come from a place I don't know, can't 
identify—a common place, a collection of Jewish souls. I feel that I am crying for 
the people who are not present, not their bodies, but their spirits, and they are 
weeping through me; I cry their sadness, sobbing without knowing, without 
asking. 

Thus when I read the passage written by my great-grandfather, I identified strongly with 

him, seeing the two of us as connected across time and culture despite our real 

differences. Although I have not often chosen to view myself as belonging in any 

significant way to the Jewish community, I did experience unusual moments of 
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identification with Judaism during my visit to Israel. This experience of feeling 

connected to the Jewish people and history was recreated in the moment of reading my 

great-grandfather's passage. Thus I was able, as a postmodern agnostic twentieth-century 

American, to overlook the differences between myself and my Orthodox, conservative, 

and religious great-grandfather—temporarily. In that particular moment, I saw us as two 

Jews being mysteriously called in comparable ways to remember our origins. We seemed 

to be similarly bewildered by the power the monuments in Jerusalem had to invoke 

unexpected emotion in us. 

One way to explain the power of this kind of Burkean identification to refashion 

the relationship between reader and writer is to move away from the traditional rhetorical 

triangle to Bakhtin's rhetorical "circle" as posited by Charles Schuster (596). The 

transformation from triangle to sphere refers to Bakhtin's appreciation of the topic in the 

rhetorical triangle as a more active member, one that can determine the shape of the 

interaction so powerfully that he personifies what we would call "topic" and names it 

instead "hero." Granted, Bakhtin is a literary theorist, and this is an easier move to make 

in the realm of fiction; nevertheless, the implications for rhetoricians, Schuster argues, is 

that we can reinterpret the power of the subject in the rhetorical triangle to be a legitimate 

determinant in the shape of the discourse. As Schuster puts it, "speaker and listener, in 

the act of engaging with the hero (which is like them both a speaker and a listener) 

become charged by the hero's identity" (596). Applying this concept to the strong 

moment of identification that occurs between Ben-Ami and me in the above passages, 

one can see how the topic, in this case Jewish monuments in Jerusalem, took on the 
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nature of a "hero." In this case, speaker and listener "change as a result of the association, 

for they are just as affected by the hero as they are by their close association with each 

other" (S96). In other words the third member of the rhetorical triangle, the topic, 

becomes a cocreator of meaning in the interaction between writer and reader in this 

instance. The monument is so powerful that it refashions the relationship between my 

great-grandfather and me in this instance, causing a moment of strong identification, 

which in turn determines my analysis of Ben-Ami's ethos. 

Schuster predicts in the same article that this reinterpretation of the role of the 

"topic" in the rhetorical triangle will allow us to view topic and style as interdependent, 

rather than seeing style as "icing on the cake." I did find in this analysis that the 

similarity in topic was accompanied by a similarity in style. After reading the above 

passage from Ben-Ami's letter, I also identified with him as a writer. Our choice of 

words seemed to be similarly impassioned, at times overly dramatic, using frequent 

repetitions and pauses for emphasis. I chose at the moment of translating that letter to 

downplay our stylistic differences caused by differences in gender, audience, time period, 

and purpose. Because I identified so strongly with my great-grandfather while reading 

this particular passage, I created an ethos construction for him that is influenced by my 

desire to find common ground between the two of us. I imagined my great-grandfather as 

easily moved, open to moments of religious mystery, sympathetic in his sensitivity. In 

another mood, and had it not been for the striking similarity in our experiences and 

writing, I might have emphasized instead his grandiose style, his exaggerated use of 

exclamation. Had it not been my choice to identify with Ben-Ami, I might have viewed 
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sensitivity as sentimentality. I also might have emphasized the pessimism in his voice 

when he exclaims, "What a fall [...]. What an enonnous distance and hateful 

contrast [..As part of the future which Ben-Ami so severely criticizes, I might have, 

in another circumstance, responded more defensively, interpreting his voice to be 

pretentious, chronocentric, unjustifiably despairing. But the powerful moment of 

identification provides a space in which I view my great-grandfather's ethos as benignly 

emotional, reflective, and honest. This portrayal of my great-grandfather's voice is 

dependent upon this specific incident of overriding identification—a condition in which I 

did not often fmd myself 

As I have hinted, such a strong moment of identification did not always occur 

often for me as I translated my great-grandfather's letters. More often it was our 

differences that drew my attention, passages where I could not have predicted their 

direction and was frankly shocked and dismayed at their outcome. At other moments I 

was baffled, confused, and uncertain of how to interpret what I saw in front of me. It is 

on the moments of particular nonidentification that I would like to focus next. In the same 

letter that I quoted from earlier, there were also moments in which, as the semantic 

meaning of Ben-Ami's words became clear to me, I stopped, reread, checked for possible 

errors, and then had to resign myself to the accuracy of my translation. In these moments, 

although I was already previously inclined to identify with my great-grandfather, I found 

myself resisting his language and ideas and wanting to maintain considerable distance 

between us. The following passage is taken from the same letter as above, marked July 

1924 Jerusalem; 
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All the slopes and valleys below along the river the Kidron, of which there is not 
a trace in summer, are covered with numerous tombs, tightly close to one another. 
Everything surrounding them is so dry, so sinister. And opposite on the right there 
is an enormous Armenian convent with many rich edifices, a garden, and right 
across from it the mosque of Omar perched below. The most terrible, the most 
bitter irony. Yes, for us— nothing but the tombs [...]. 

Of the Wailing Wall, the place where I had the very experiences that created 

identification between my great-grandfather and me, Ben-Ami writes, immediately 

following the excerpt above. 

The same feeling I suffer at the Wailing Wall. There one can never concentrate. 
There are always the crowds there that desecrate everything. I went to the Tish'a 
be'Av ^(Lamentations) at 10 p.m. in the evening. And there were enormous 
crowds of curious people, the kind of which one runs the risk of being suffocated 
by [...]. All the garbage of Europe assembles itself here. 

The French {or garbage in the last sentence is les ordures. I tried one possible meaning 

after another in attempt to find one that might fit the image I wanted to create for my 

great-grandfather, a word that would perhaps allow me to reinterpret the meaning of this 

passage. But the semantic meaning of the word stood firm. Within a few minutes of 

experiencing a moment of deep identification with my great-grandfather, I was 

confronted Avith a passage I preferred to ignore. In fact, my grandfather, who typed and 

numbered the letters, has crossed this line out (in an attempt perhaps not to offend future 

readers); still the sentence remains quite legible. At issue here for me were the 

differences in how my great-grandfather and I prefer to position ourselves, in ethnic and 

political ways, vis-a-vis the other. 

From my twentieth-century postmodern perspective, I am weary and wary of the 

narrow-mindedness that allegiance to particular nationalities and/or ethnicities can create. 

I read the first excerpt above as confirmation of how an ethnic or national allegiance that 
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is too strict can create situations in which oppressed groups prove themselves also 

incapable of entering into a meaningful dialogue with the other. My great-grandfather's 

willingness to dismiss the presence of both convents and mosques in Jerusalem as having 

little significance beyond a reminder of how little the Jews have in contrast read to me as 

indication of how ethnic or national loyalty, even when part of a legitimate liberationist 

agenda, can create moments of misunderstanding and further distance between the 

oppressed and the oppressor. I have had access, unlike my great-grandfather, to the work 

of liberation scholars such as Roy Eckhardt, who argues for a distinction between 

"particularity," which he defines as the living of a concrete social life that is ever 

potentially universal, and "particularism," which is isolating, narrow, self-complacent, 

self-justifying (165). It was easy for me, with the advantage of hindsight, to consider 

passages such as the above as exemplifying Ben-Ami's "particularism," while viewing 

myself as striving for particularity. The problem with such a simple analysis, though, is 

that it does not question the degree to which my nonidentification with Ben-Ami 

influenced my perception of his ethos. 

I did understand that my great-grandfather, as a Zionist and a Jew, felt he had a 

legitimate claim on Jerusalem. Given the precarious situation Russian Jews experienced 

during his lifetime, I could revise what seemed to be unnecessary paranoia to a 

reasonable amount of fear and distrust for someone who survived the Russian pogroms, 

and whose distrust of non-Jews became actualized fifteen years later during the 

Holocaust. Yet, although 1 knew that as a responsible scholar I was obligated to place my 

great-grandfather's words in the historical context from which they were taken and 
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reevaluate them accordingly, the fiu:t remains that I liked my great-grandfather less 

having had to do so. This emotional distance then colored the way I viewed my great

grandfather's comment about the "trash*^ assembled at the Wailing Wall. In this case my 

class sensibilities were offended; it seemed to me that my great-grandfather revealed 

himself as an elitist in this passage. I thus began to construct an image for my great

grandfather in which he is impassioned but blinded by Zionist commitments, a racist and 

elitist because of his inability to see the other in the ways he would prefer to be 

perceived.' 

Ben-Ami's varying ethos constructions both shaped and were shaped by my 

moments of identification and nonidentification with my great-grandfather. I have 

demonstrated, I hope, how these constructions were a negotiation among my great

grandfather and me and the topic that, in a Bakhtinian sense, played a decisive role in the 

dialogic relationship between author and reader. These ethos constructions were varied 

and variable, unstable and vulnerable to continuous reinterpretation—often many times 

within a single letter. To speak of a single, coherent ethos construction, even with 

concessions to the impact of the various interpretive lenses I employed as a critical 

reader, quickly became unworkable. To complicate matters further, my responses to even 

the same passage did not remain static. Thus I could not call this multilayered process 

dual or hybrid since it did not involve simply a different response from two identities, for 

example Jewish and American. Rather, identifying or not-identifying with my great

grandfather in these passages involved many complex interactions among these ethnic 

identities. After reading more of Ben-Ami's letters, or after researching the historical 
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context or discussing passages in Laura Salmon's book about him with my mother, I 

would reread my great-grandfather's letters, and their meanings would shift again. 

Sometimes passages, to which I initially responded with nonidentification, would upon a 

second or third reading create moments of identification despite my initial responses. I've 

termed these instances moments of reidentification. It is these moments that occurred as a 

result of continually revisiting the letters that I would now like to address. 

In a letter dated Monday August 14, 1911 (much earlier than the vast majority of 

the letters), my great-grandfather writes about a Zionist meeting in Basel to his wife and 

children: 

It is almost a crime that you are not here, my dear little ones. How unhappy it 
makes one to not be able to give you such joy, the greatest and most elevated in 
the world. What a spectacle this meeting at Basel is! One hears here the beating of 
the hearts of our people; one senses the soul and great mind— everywhere, 
everywhere. It's as if you hear the song of the Hatikvah^sounded by more than a 
million voices [...] I returned home at 2;30 in the morning. I still woke up at 7 
am and felt very well.. .In general, I see myself as loved by all and one is happy 
to see me, to talk to with me. I have thus done something. I have. I embrace you 
all strongly. 

When I first read this passage, I knew little about the Zionist movement and its history, 

and I did not see myself connected in any significant way to Zionism. The joy that my 

great-grandfather describes in this passage and the strong sense of belonging he feels at 

this Congress were foreign experiences to me. Initially I read this passage from the 

perspective of a bemused bystander. Although I was convinced by Ben-Ami's detailed 

and passionate language that he believed in the value of the meeting at Basel, I did not 

see the value of these experiences myself Thus I might have characterized Ben-Ami's 

"voice" as quaint and touching, recognizing that his ethos construction might have been 
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persuasive for his audience, while at the same time I was not particularly persuaded 

myself To return to Schuster's discussion of the Bakhtinian "sphere," in this rhetorical 

situation, the topic did not play as powerful a role in shaping the interaction between 

author and reader; rather, I remained distanced from the effects of intended persuasion 

and could recognize the rhetorical strategies used by my great-grandfather to persuade his 

audience. But I was not myself moved by them. In Burkean terms identification was 

lacking, and thus persuasion faltered as well. 

However, when I reread this passage after months of research on Zionism and 

after translating many more of Ben-Ami's letters, I could appreciate in more depth what a 

triumph this occasion would have been for him. More knowledge about the historical 

context allowed me to gain empathy for my great-grandfather's situation. Thus in reading 

the letters, I was changed, and I was made more vulnerable to being persuaded by my 

great-grandfather's ethos. The more I researched and translated, the more I understood 

the context behind Ben-Ami's words and thus the more I was able to identify with him. 

Ultimately I found myself being moved by this passage, having internalized aspects of 

my great-grandfather's ethos into my own sense of identity. This process of identity 

formation in response to rereading the letters I have termed reidentificatton. 

A Diaspora of Our Own Making 

I hope that in analyzing a few exemplary moments of identification, 

nonidentification, and reidentification that occulted for me as I translated my great

grandfather's letters, I have demonstrated how personal and unstable our cultural 



87 

identifications and thus responses to multicultural texts are. This awareness affects my 

work as a scholar and teacher of writing in profound ways. As a scholar, I am made more 

conscious of how difHcult it is to separate one identity from another—professional from 

personal, white from Jewish, scholar from teacher—and how my personal attributes, 

whether I am conscious of them or not, shape my approach to my scholarly material. The 

impulse toward self-reflexivity in ethnographic research and self-reflection in 

composition research, the inclusion of the personal narrative in scholarly writing, the 

practice of assigning "personal essays," memoirs, and journal responses to readings in 

our writing classrooms can all be seen as current attempts in our field to make sense of 

how the personal is implicated in our academic endeavors. 

One of the ways that I have come to explain my current research is to say that 

instead of arguing about the need for more recognition of the personal in academic 

writing, I have stopped arguing for it and am just doing it, leaving my readers to 

speculate on the implications and wisdom of this choice. I have become further 

convinced that the personal is an inevitable lens to any scholarly project we take on, and 

that it is an ethical and complicating move to acknowledge as best we can the impact of 

our personal connections to our scholarly stances and arguments. It is a move in which 

we place the self more fully in dialogue with the text, and we open a space for a response 

to the other that seeks not to reduce the other to a version of the self, but to understand 

the other in its irreducibility. 

Examining the multiplicity of personal identification is particularly useful in 

considering ethical responses in multicultural arenas, for deeply held beliefs about 
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cultural identities are often confirmed or rejected on the basis of personal experience. 

Racists are known to attribute their discriminatory beliefs to either the presence or the 

lack of personal experience with the cultural other. In response racism is often effectively 

documented by personal narrative; for example, Villanueva opens a recent article stating, 

"My life affects my work. It's not as if I hadn't been affected by racism and other 

systemic forces before I entered academics. It's just that I hadn't recognized those forces 

before"(327). He then supports these statements with a series of personal narratives 

exemplifying the persistence of racism at key moments in his life (327-8). Carlton, in her 

response to Viilanueva's essay, applauds his choice to move into the realm of the 

personal when discussing discrimination based on difference, arguing that "Viilanueva's 

approach, politicizing the personal and privatizing the public, gives us access to some 

discursive 'instruments for thinking the social world'" ̂  (338). She follows Viilanueva's 

example by offering a personal narrative exemplifying racist practices in her high school: 

Viilanueva's essay gives me a frame for connecting with such experiences of 
social stratification to the recalcitrance of social formation to substantive change 
[...]. Though I certainly have risked far less self-disclosure than Villanueva has, 
I too have to fight off a wish to avoid inserting the anecdotal in my response [...]. 
My point in including personal events is to concur with Villanueva that they have 
everything to do with our intellectual histories, if by intellectual we mean our 
attempts to discern significance in the social text [...]. I look forward to seeing 
more Avriting in which our personal confrontations with social stratification 
become structuring agents in our public scholarship. (338-9) 

The call for the inclusion and recognition of the personal in scholarly writing has often 

come from historically underrepresented groups in the academy, women and cultural 

others such as Carlton and Villanueva; this is possibly because they are made more aware 

in their daily lives in academia of how difference, located in the very personal 
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characteristics of race, gender, class, and sexual orientation, matters in how we construct 

ourselves vis-d-vis the cultural hegemonies of the academy. Referring to our work as 

teachers, Okawa contends. 

In an academic setting this critical examination must begin with the one who 
would have authority, the teacher. .. .each of us must practice a bifocality of 
difference—seeing one's difference, one's cultural self as well as from a distance, 
as others may see it. This process is quite natural for those of us from 
subordinated groups who must constantly define and redefine ourselves vis-a-vis 
the dominant culture. (99) 

Okawa thus articulates Bakhtin's "surplus of seeing," referencing a necessary condition 

for a dialogic relationship. Within a dialogic state, subjects view themselves from their 

own positioned perspectives and from the positioned perspectives of others, enabling an 

understanding of the self in relation to the world. Importantly the process Okawa 

describes can be utilized in the other direction; members of the dominant culture can be 

encouraged to practice a "bifocality of difference" vis-a-vis the other through a reflective 

awareness of identification, nonidentification, and reidentification. 

Examining my own changing personal cultural responses to texts has made me 

more aware of how personal and variable the process of cultural identification and 

response may be for my students when they encounter multicultural texts in the 

composition classroom. I agree with recent scholarship that suggests that as teachers we 

must resist seeing our students' cultural identifications in ways that are too rigid. De and 

Gregory ask, "Are some students more vulnerable than others to being forcibly translated 

into, or colom'zed by, academic discursive practices? (122) and then answer, "A student's 

culture is not a single condition (or even a hyphenated one). Instead it is a heteroglossic 

pastiche, a complex interplay of class; gender; geographic region; nationality; urban. 
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suburban, or rural affiliation; and major socializing forces like popular culture, politics, 

and religion" (123). Thus De and Gregory contextualize ethnic/cultural identity among 

these many influential factors, arguing that our current terms for describing cultural 

difference are limiting, conclusions I find congruent with my complicated processes of 

identification in reading Ben-Ami's letters. 

Similarly, Juan C. Guerra suggests how to reform our curriculum so that students 

can more effectively express similarly complex processes of identification. Interestingly, 

in an essay that is part of an anthology devoted to writing in multicultural settings, he 

challenges monocultural and multicultural approaches to teaching writing by arguing for 

a pedagogy that includes assigning writing that moves easily between the personal and 

academic. He describes a "new curriculum [that] avoids the personal-versus-academic 

split by establishing a rhetoric of inquiry approach that is both epistemic and recursive[, 

one which] allows students to link personal and academic concerns and interests in a 

variety of rhetorical contexts" (256). In this project, Guerra argues for the term 

intercultural-Hteracy: 

Whereas the monocultural-literacy approach is hegemonic and restrictive and the 
multicultural-literacy approach suggests that people are literate in a number of 
segregated, divided, and distinct cultures, the intercultural-Hteracy approach not 
only encourages students to accept commonalities and differences, but also gives 
students an opportunity to engage them and to integrate them into their lives. 
(258) 

Notably Guerra's concept of intercultural-Hteracy is an intersubjective one; that is, it 

relies on fragmented and temporal positionalities, and it seeks to put them into a dialogic 

existence. Although Guerra does not give us much more information about how 

intercultural-Hteracy works, I am intrigued by his dissatisfaction with "multicultural-
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literacy," since he too finds that it segregates cultural identities too neatly. I find his 

discomfort similar to the conclusions I have reached reading and translating my great

grandfather's letters regarding the fractured, temporary, and very personal aspects of 

cultural and ethnic identity. 

Tverski,' an Israeli writer, tells the following anecdote about my great

grandfather: 

I remember a meeting with Ben-Ami in the last years of his life on one of our 
daily walks. We were coming out of the Bialik house— the dunes of Tel Aviv 
were refreshing. I accompanied him to his house [...]. His pace was tired, but 
not his words [...]. "Here we will certainly win the Jewish land,' but not the 
Jewish way of life, and in this, more than anything else, we force ourselves to be 
the same as other people. Perhaps we are leaving an exterior diaspora only to 
enter an interior diaspora of our own making." 

I propose that many of us—in both our academic and personal lives, no matter which 

cultural/ethnic identities we were bom into—have at times identified with cultures or 

ethnicities not our own and have found ourselves incapable of identifying with our own. 

Such identification is the legacy of a culture that is beyond "culture" as a monolithic 

construct, one form of the new diaspora that my great-grandfather predicted. It is 

suf&sed with dialogic potential, for it enables more ethical relations between the self and 

other; it lays the groundwork for situated response that seeks understanding rather than 

colonization, communication rather than control. 

In this chapter I have described my own process of coming to see the other. I have 

demonstrated how my own positioned perspective, as fluid and temporary, shifting and 

unstable, has placed me into dialogue with my great-grandfather, Zionism, history, and 

the academy. I have suggested above, in response to Okawa, that members of the 
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dominant culture can similarly practice seeing difference in multiple ways, that they can 

become more reflexively aware of their own positionalities through the process of 

identification, and that they can productively use such awareness to more ethically 

engage with the other. In the next chapter I attempt to open a space for such an 

opportunity. I respond to Ben-Ami's letters as a distinct other; a Jewish feminist. My 

response challenges American academic conventions as well as orthodox Jewish 

conventions, which have traditionally sought to suppress women's voices and 

experiences. My goal in chapter four is to embody alterity for many potential readers of 

this work. I take, then, a different approach than I have thus far. I rely on narrative and 

imagination much more heavily than is normally accepted, and I work to "fill the gaps" in 

the historical record—gaps where women's experiences and voices have been left behind. 
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Notes 

' For example, Carol Severino expresses a pervasive view of multiculturalism, which is more optimistic 
than my own, when she states: "Using differing kinds of texts and teaching modes, the listening and 
reading approaches help students recognize cultural differences and similarities; students get to know one 
another and one another's cultural backgrounds. This knowledge provides an antidote to the racial and 
ethnic strife that afDicts many communities and mudi of the worid. Neither approach encourages 
divisiveness or a sense of victimization or entitlement, [or] exacerbates racial tensions..." in Two 
Approaches to 'Cultural Text'," Writing in Multicultural Settings. eds Carol Severino, Juan C. Guerra, 
and Johnnella A. Butler (New York; MLA, 1997). 
^ For examinations of the influence of gendered identification on reading processes see Elizabeth A. Flynn, 
"Gender and Reading," College English SI (1989); "'Gender and Reading Revisited,"' Writing Theory 
and Critical Theory, eds. John Clifford and John Schilb (New York; MLA, 1994) and David Bleich, 
"Gender Interests in Reading and Language," Gender and RKiHinpr- Hssavs on Readers. Texts, and 
Contexts, eds.. Elizabeth Flynn and Patricinio P. Schweikart (Baltimore; Johns Hopkins UP, 1986). I 
focus on the gendered aspects of my responses to my great-grandfather's letters in Chapter Four and in 
"An Unexpected Heir; A Jewish Feminist Response to Letters from PreState Israel" Women in TnHaism- A 
Multidiscolinary Journal (Spring 1999). 
^ I am indebted to Then^ Enos for first suggesting the use of these terms. 
** Tish'a be' Av is the ninth day of the month of Av which takes place mid-summer. It is a day of 
remembrance of the destruction of the Temple. Orthodox Jews commemorate the destruction by fasting on 
this day. 
^ I have since revisited this rereading, discovering a tendency on my part to give in to anti-Semitism in the 
academy. As Deborah Holdstein pointed out, after hearing the conference presentation upon which this 
chapter is based, my great-grand&ther can also be seen as expressing "the natural surprise, wonder, perhaps 
fear, for someone f^m an extremely restricted and oppressed situation that Jews were in his time. It 
seemed to be his marveling at the sight from his room at the symbols of those, who, indeed, could in his 
homeland kill him and his family and suffer no penalty" (E-mail to the author 8/17/98). It remains difiicult 
for me not to over apologize for my great-grandfather's fear and distrust of those from the same 
ethnic/religious background who persecuted him, but this in itself is an expression of the effects of anti-
Semitism on me since I am eager to claim conunon ground with non-Jews and fearful of defending my 
great-grandfather's sentiments. 

The HaTikvah was once a Zionist hymn; it is now the Israeli national anthem. 
^ Cariton cites Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction; A Social Critique of the Judgment of Taste, trans. Richard 
Nice, (Cambridge; Harvard UP, 1984). 
^ J. Tverski, Introduction. Siourim Nivharim (Tel Aviv; 1962) 1-3, as quoted in Salmon p. 111. Trans. Jack 
deSimone. 
' The Hebrew word is chol. This is a play of words because it can mean both sand and the mundane or 
nonspiritual. 



CHAPTER FOUR 

AN UNEXPECTED HEDIESS: 

A JEWISH FEMINIST RESPONSE TO LETTERS FROM PRESTATE ISRAEL^ 

My brother has returned from his eight months in Israel and has stopped for a visit 

in Tucson, where my mother and I each live. We are to meet at my mother's house for 

dinner. On my way, I pick up an amaretto ice-cream cake at Baskin and Robbins. 

"Welcome Home" the cake says. But I wonder where "home" is now for my brother. 

What did he discover during this self-imposed exile, on leave from his work as a lobbyist 

in DC, while living at my grandmother's house in Ramat-Chen, where my mother grew 

up and was once twenty-seven, as my brother is now? As his sister, I believe I can 

understand this longing, to go back and trace what was hidden, a part of ourselves we've 

chosen not to acknowledge, a way of life both foreign and familiar, like the niggunim  ̂

my father heard one lonely day as a medical student in Montreal. The Hebrew words 

hung over melodies so powerful he found himself in Tel Aviv the next year. It is an 

ancient desire, I know, for the Jew to return to Jerusalem, but what has this desire done to 

my brother? 

We sit at the dinner table. My brother is thinner, as if cleansed by his spiritual 

quest, polite at first, distant, scared, I assume, of saying the wrong thing. It is Friday 

night, and my brother raises his glass of wine. "I learned something in Israel," he says, 

shyly, and then begins to sing a chant that I think I have known all my life, though I don't 
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recognize the words or the music. I see in my brother more than his previously hidden 

Jewish self. I see in him the many, many men who have come before hint, raising this 

glass, singing this blessing. 

During dinner, my brother describes for us the Orthodox relatives who taught him 

to sing like this. To become part of an Orthodox community in Israel is to return, I 

imagine under my brother's story's spell, to the thuleenth century, to paille^, shaved 

heads and wigs for married women, separate seating at the synagogue, a time when a 

woman's hand must never touch a man's, not even in a handshake, the women's arms 

covered in long sleeves. And at the head of the table, I see my great-uncle Itzchak as my 

brother describes him— speaking only in Hebrew, a translator at his side, reigning 

benignly over his eighty-some grandchildren. "But Daphne," my brother interrupts, a 

warning on his young, bearded face, "they will not welcome you in the same way." I 

return from my dream in just enough time to wonder what he means. He spells it out: 

"They can't. You're a woman." 

Written out/ Writing Back In 

Many Jewish feminist scholars describe moments similar to mine above when 

they realize, as Judith Plaskow puts it, that "there are aspects of Jewish and feminist 

identity that are irreconcilable" (ix). My purpose here is not to attempt to reconcile these 

often contradictory identities, nor to explore in more detail the tensions between them. 

Rather I offer the above narrative, and following narratives, as ways to fill in the gaps of 

Jewish women's history. In addition I ofifer my experience as a feminist reader of 
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"normative" male texts. The lack of historical information about women in Judaism is 

painfully clear as I work on this dissertation. Despite my brother's warning, I did travel 

to Israel; had I not, I would not now be reading the works of one of Israel's pioneers, a 

political activist who shaped along with his close friends Israel's future political climate. 

If I could, I would be translating the letters of a female Israeli pioneer. But there are no 

letters or documents left of my great-grandmother Clara. My great-grandfather's private 

correspondence, on the other hand, is housed in archives in the Jerusalem museum and at 

the Bialik museum in Tel Aviv. There is even a small street named after him. To tell only 

my great-grandfather's story feels like a betrayal to my Jewish foremothers, but I have 

only the men's documents to work with. Plaskow articulates this recurring difficulty well: 

It is one thing to see the importance of recovering women's history, and another 
to accomplish this task in a meaningful way...The Jewish feminist historian faces 
all the same problems as any feminist historian trying to recover women's 
experience: Both her sources and the historians who have gone before her record 
male activities and male deeds in accounts ordered by male values. What we 
know of women's past are those things men considered significant to remember, 
seen and interpreted through a value system that places men at the center. (32) 

Although a large oil painting of my great-grandfather hangs in my mother's 

hallway, no one in my family remembers very well what Clara looked like. We have 

framed the document that declares my great-grandfather knighted by the French 

government for his work with the Alliance Universelle Israelite^; no official document 

recognizes my great-grandmother's efforts, although I imagine they existed. To read and 

translate my great-grandfather's letters is to confront again and again the privileged place 

of men in Jewish history and tradition, a realization that is never comfortable. What do I 

do to ease this discomfort? Plaskow suggests that, hampered by a lack of material, we 
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occasionally leave the domain of the actual for more risky and fanciful but no less 

valuable ventures; 

The gaps in historical record alone would prompt us to seek other ways of 
remembering. However sensitively we read between the lines of mainstream texts 
seeking to recapture the reality of women's lives [...] many of our constructions 
will remain speculations and many of our questions will go unanswered [...]. 
Part of what we need to know we may with skilled probing recover, but the rest 
will need to be imagined. (52) 

As I translate my great-grandfather's letters, 1 imagine Clara. She was stocky, taller than 

most women, my mother tells me.^ Clara worked hard, raising four children and keeping 

the house prepared for the Zionist meetings that often took place there.^ She must have 

spoken at least three languages; Russian, Hebrew, and French. Perhaps she spoke 

German as well and helped her husband translate the illegal Zionist pamphlets smuggled 

in from Germany. She must have looked up to my great-grandfather; she was fifteen and 

he a student at the university when they met. Or perhaps she was smart enough to match 

him intellectually despite her lack of formal training. She was timid, according to my 

mother, and quiet, very much in the background. She always did what my great

grandfather told her to and had, according to family tradition, "no thoughts of her own." 

On the other hand, perhaps her silence was diplomatic; my great-grandfather was prone 

to outbursts of anger. His close friend, H. N. Bialik, who later became the first Israeli 

national poet, called him "a man of rage and love."^ And she must have had some of her 

own thoughts since she, the daughter of a wealthy family, married my great-grandfather, 

who was merely a writer and therefore a disappointment. Perhaps she shared his political 

passions and ideological commitments, however quietly and in the background. 
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There were women's Zionist organizations in Palestine when Clara arrived there 

with her family in 1923. But these were often agricultural and connected with the Labor 

movement,' whereas the Ben-Ami's were urban pioneers, settling in a destitute collection 

of shacks and damaged roads that would eventually become Tel-Aviv.' A popular and 

often unexamined myth in Israeli culture suggests that these "women enjoyed full 

equality with the men in the pioneering endeavors of their times, broke down the barriers 

between feminine and masculine, and reshaped traditional stereotypes" (Bernstein 175). 

Americans can perhaps identify with this romanticization of the pioneer experience due 

to idolized versions of our own country's pioneering past. These misperceptions have 

been called into question by Jewish feminist scholars such as Bernstein and Izraeli, who 

argue instead that minutes from Zionist women's meetings, letters, and documents from 

that period all indicate that the few women who did organize themselves faced severe 

discrimination and lacked real access to the male political establishment. Much of the 

lack of success of the women's Zionist movement is attributed to the cultural demand for 

undivided loyalty to Zionism. For example, one pamphlet of the times warns Zionist 

women that they "must bear in mind that even those [non-Jewish] women fighting for 

[feminist] emancipation view her first not as a woman, but as a Jewess" (Izraeli 89).^° It 

is easy to imagine my great-grandmother stifling her desires for her own rights and 

liberties for the sake of the larger cause of Zionism. 

The image of Clara as the young pioneer servant rather than the radical questioner 

of traditional gender roles and divisions of labor is further suggested by this passage from 
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a socialist party newspaper, written by a woman pioneer: "Many [of the workers] 

believed that the role of the young female idealist coming to Palestine was to serve them. 

The young women, who were still inexperienced, submitted to this view and believed that 

in cooking and serving they were solving most of our questions [concerning our role] in 

Palestine."'' It is likely that Clara similarly subordinated any of her own ambitions for 

political action in order to do the domestic work that would allow my great-grandfather to 

go to meetings and travel to conferences, such as Zionist Congresses in Basel. My great

grandfather, in a letter to his family, writes the following to them about this historic 

event: 

It is almost a crime that you are not here, my dear little ones. How unhappy it 
makes one to not be able to give you such joy, the greatest and the most elevated 
that exists in the world. What a spectacle this congress at Basel is! One hears here 
the beating of the hearts of our people; one senses the soul and the great mind 
everywhere, everywhere. It is as if you hear the song of the HaTikvah'^ sounded 
by more than a million voices. One is so shaken up that one cries of joy and 
sadness at the same time.'^ 

While I have focused on this same passage for different reasons in chapters one and three, 

I wish to note here the conspicuous absence of Clara. As one of "my dear little ones," 

she is allowed to experience "the greatest and most elevated" joy only vicariously, by 

reading about her husband's experiences. 

Ten years after Clara and Mordecai Ben-Ami made the aliyah'^ to Palestine, their 

future daughter-in-law arrived in Tel-Aviv. Channah Stem was one of the immigrants 

considered to be part of the fourth wave of pioneers. Izraeli argues that the women among 

the later groups differed from previous pioneers in significant ways: 
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The proportion of women among all immigrants during the third wave was larger, 
36.8 percent. Among the single immigrants the proportion was 17 percent in 
1920, increasing to 30 percent in 1922. Among the more strongly nationalistic 
pioneers, women comprised some 17-18 percent, compared with approximately 
10 percent during the second wave [...]. The pioneers arrived as members of 
different pioneering groups and social movements [...]. These were created in 
the diaspora and organized in communes conmiitted to the principle of equality in 
production and consumption. (101) 

Although my grandmother Channah was not part of an organization affiliated with 

communes in Palestine, she did leave, at age eighteen and inspired by Zionist principles, 

the small Polish village of Bielsko. She did this alone, not following her husband, as 

Clara did, but as a single woman ready to leave the Orthodox way of life that she found 

so stifling. Her story, just one generation after Clara's, is striking in its differences, for it 

does include a rejection of traditional gender roles and a refusal to be constrained by 

Orthodox prescriptions for women. 

Channah Stem was the daughter of a large family who enjoyed close connections 

to their small village's most important religious authority, the Rebbe. As was the custom, 

when Channah was fifteen, a marriage was arranged for her by her parents and the 

Rebbe. Her husband was a young man from a neighboring village, someone neither 

Channah nor her family had met before her wedding day. A few days into her marriage, 

Channah discovered that her husband suffered from tuberculosis and that he was dying. 

There could be no children from this marriage. In addition, according to Orthodox law, 

upon his death Channah would be obliged to marry one of his brothers. This law, no 

doubt, was intended to protect widows from suffering a lack of status, financial and 

otherwise, in the Jewish community. Channah, however, did not want protection or a new 

husband. Somehow she managed to persuade the Rebbe to allow her to divorce (in 
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Orthodox tradition only men have this right), and within a few months, she left her 

village to be a part of the Zionist dream in Palestine. There is a story, popular in our 

family, that during the boat passage to the Middle East, Channah took off the head 

covering that women are required to wear according to Orthodox tradition (a woman's 

hair was believed to be dangerously seductive) and tossed it, along with the other 

Orthodox conventions of her small Polish village, into the ocean. 

These family narratives and historical accounts have allowed me to imagine parts 

of Clara and Channah Ben-Ami's lives, but it is wise to remember these are only 

imaginative conjectures. Indeed the few historical sources that I have been able to refer to 

are exceedingly rare. Izraeli's work in 1981 was, according to Bernstein, "the first work 

dealing with women's history as part of the study of Israeli society in its early formative 

period" (173). As late as 1983, Bernstein bemoaned the fact that despite the rapid growth 

in interest in the history of prestate Israel, there "nonetheless continue[d] the total neglect 

of women's issues and women's roles" (174). Thus in including excerpts from letters 

and/or pamphlets by or about early Zionist women, I have drawn from a very limited 

range of available material. Bernstein emphasizes; 

During the last decade social scientists appear to have discovered the highly 
formative period of the Yishuv,'^ which previously had figured almost solely 
within ideological rhetoric, and have set out to demythologize it through academic 
study. Scores of books have been published on the period, a number of journals 
have appeared, research institutions have been established, and university 
departments opened, in a scholarly enterprise the effects of which at times have 
reached beyond the limits of the academic world. In all this upsurge of work there 
has been no reference to women. (174) 

Almost fifteen years later, the research on women in the Yishuv period remains minimal. 

Bernstein's work figures prominently as one of the few consistent voices in this area of 
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research. Given this lack of available material, I must return to my great-grandfather's 

letters with an awareness of how sketchy the context of women's experiences during this 

time period remains. This does not mean in reading my great-grandfather's letters that I 

am forced to leave my interest in Jewish feminism behind. On the contrary, although 

most contemporary feminist research involves the analysis of women's writing and 

women's experiences, it was argued early on by feminist and postmodern scholars that 

reading male normative texts from a female and/or feminist perspective could contribute 

to feminist research as well. Jonathan Culler asks, "If the experience of literature depends 

upon the qualities of the reading self, one can ask what difference it would make to the 

experience of literature and thus to the meaning of literature if this self were, for 

example, female rather than male. If the meaning of a work is the experience of a reader, 

what difference does it make if the reader is a woman?" 

Reading as a '*Woinan'*'^ 

If the meaning of the text is cocreated with the reader, or resides with the reader, 

what difference does it make that, in this case, the reader of my great-grandfather's letters 

is female? A woman, according to Orthodox tradition and Jewish history, would not be 

considered the appropriate audience for these letters. Scholarly pursuits such as Midrash, 

interpreting the Talmud, and rabbinical study were historically male domains, and in 

Orthodox and some Conservative congregations remain so. Certainly these specific 

letters were intended for a male audience; they were written by my great-grandfather to 

his son Micha. As Micha's granddaughter rather than grandson, when reading these 
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letters, I see myself as a woman peeking into the usually inaccessible terrain of the father-

son relationship. This in turn reminds me of my position within academic discourse and 

tradition, the rebellious daughter, the unexpected heiress peering into previously 

exclusively male territory. I know that none of these traditions are truly mine. Instead I 

am an interloper, I eavesdrop, mimic, observe—but I do not identify myself as the 

intended heir of any of this knowledge, nor do I seek to claim it or perpetuate in 

previously constructed ways. 

Still, even to lurk rather than to feel comfortable and completely present, women 

need to have access if not full-hearted welcome. This, then, is a dilemma afforded to most 

women only after Channah's generation. My mother, Micha's and Channah's daughter, 

felt a similar discomfort about her place vis-a-vis the male Jewish tradition. As the oldest 

daughter in a family with no sons, she was invited to take the position that a son might 

have had. This privilege, however, was bittersweet; for although she was permitted 

experiences that women previous to her generation were not allowed, this made her feel 

separated and different from other women. She was never able to shake off the 

impression that her father was disappointed she was "not a boy." My mother has told me 

the story of how my grandfather Micha took her to the synagogue with him—where no 

other women sat. Her mother stayed at home to prepare the Shabbat dinner while Micha 

and my mother, a girl of eight or nine at the time, went to Friday services. As my mother 

walked to the Conservative synagogue with her father, she saw all the other little girls 

playing on the streets and wondered why she was not permitted to play too. Instead her 

father took her to sit among all the men who looked just as uncomfortable with her being 
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there as she felt. Micha was a nonconformist who paid no attention to the conventions 

and mores of the Jewish community in Tel-Aviv. He must have assumed that he was 

offering my mother a better life than his wife's. But he was unable to consider how 

complex a task it was for my mother to insert herself into a male tradition that did not 

welcome or recognize her right to be "one of them."" 

This complicated and ambivalent relationship to male tradition and history can be 

reenacted when women read male-authored texts that are considered normative. The 

women who have access to such texts often read themselves into the text only with 

discomfort, just as access to the Conservative synagogue did not mean that either my 

mother or the male community were comfortable with her presence. Patricinio 

Schweikart, a rhetorician whose work examines gender and reading, puts it this way: 

"The feminist entry into the conversation brings the nature of the text back into the 

foreground. For feminists, the question of how we read is inextricably linked with the 

question of what we read" (40). One of the ways to read my great-grandfather's letters is 

to examine how conformity or nonconformity to expected gender roles shapes both his 

writing and my reading of his work. These differences in gender roles will need to be 

negotiated in order for me to be attentive to the varied kinds of responses reading these 

male texts will create for me, the female reader. 

Schweikart argues that "androcentric literature structures the reading experience 

differently depending on the gender of the reader. For the male reader, the text serves as 

the meeting ground of the personal and the universal. Whether or not the text 

approximates the particularities of his own experience, he is invited to validate the 
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equation of maleness with humanity" (41). Conversely, we can expect that the 

particularity of a Jewish wonum's identity can create the opposite response while reading 

male texts; i.e., that it is precisely the particularities that the nude reader finds so easy to 

dismiss as representations of the universal that will become the stumbling blocks for her. 

These differences in identity can result in a more complex process of identification 

between text and reader. 

Bat-Ami Bar On, a feminist Jewish-Israeli scholar living in the United States, 

describes the complications normative male texts can create for someone who sees that 

"what one is aware of as being a part of an identity is probably a function of a pragmatic 

necessity in either a deliberative context or a context of differences" (41). She gives an 

account of her process of reading a male text that is also culturally different from her 

native nationality: 

When I sit in my study reading a text, perhaps a text such as Plato's Symposium. 
I usually do not think of or feel myself as a Jewish-Israeli. I begin to feel 
something of this sort in relation to Plato's Svmposium when I contextualize it 
and think of it as the work of an ancient Greek philosopher, a person whose 
culture I imagine as both radically different from mine and as familiarly 
intertwined with my culture, even where the two do not coexist easily. (41) 

This type of fractured response to cultural differences is often further complicated by 

differences in gender, which can result in what Schweikart calls a "bifurcated process of 

reading the text both as a woman and as a man" (49). Thus in order to read a male text, 

the female reader attempts to insert herself into the male experience and paradigm, a 

maneuver that is habitual and habit-forming. Fetterling emphasizes that "as readers, 

teachers, and scholars, women are taught to think as men, to identify with a male point of 

view, and to accept as normal and legitimate a male system of values, one of whose 
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central principles is misogyny" (qtd. in Schweikart 42). Women readers of male texts, 

from this point of view, have become so accustomed to reading to accommodate both the 

male writer's vantage point and a female reader's perspective that they are often no 

longer conscious of making this accommodation. 

Indeed when my great-grandfather writes about a successful meeting in Germany 

with fellow Zionist sympathizers, I imagine myself to be like him, travelling, meeting 

with like-minded people, actively attempting to change the world for the better. And 

later, when he describes needing to retreat to nature from this busy world of social 

engagements and politics, again I see myself as like him and am reminded of my own 

escapes to the outdoors when the pressures of an academic life bear too heavily on me. 

My great-grandfather writes; 

An enchanted evening— for the light of the moon that envelops all the verdant 
little hills with their sleeping woods. In the midst of the nocturnal silence a harsh 
and slightly sad cry of a bird comes from the black forest, sometimes a menacing 
bark of a dog indignant to hear the noise of steps and trembling for the well-being 
of his master who released him for the night from his eternal leash. And then 
again such silence that one imagines hearing the sound of the rays of the moon. 
This muted nocturnal symphony, without the slightest sound and so empty of 
harmony and so melodious. What a grand maestro that nature by its beauty 
divines. If only man did not tamper with it. I would like to walk and walk, bathe 
and purify myself in that white and pure light, to shake off the yoke and the mud 
of this life that weighs me down and suffocates me. Ah, if that were possible!... 
Good night, my dear children. Mama is asleep. I will stay up a little longer. I 
embrace you strongly.^" 

It was not until the last line that I realized I had been identifying with the wrong gender. 

My great-grandfather moved in political circles, published, met with the Jewish leaders of 

his time. Not Clara. It was Mordecai who then occasionally wished to be released from 

this life of public responsibility, not his wife. My life is more similar to my great
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grandfather's than my great-grandmother's, and if I were to identify with her, I would 

have to become that sleeping woman who does not act and therefore does not long for 

escape. While my great-grandfather battles with the public and political demands on his 

time, his wife, like his children, are asleep, innocent of such struggles. But he does 

describe these feelings to his son in a letter, as if to prepare him for the trials he imagines 

his son, unlike his wife, will face as well. 

The question then arises as to whether there is a possibility of "reading as a 

woman without putting one's self in the position of the other, of reading so as to afEirm 

womanhood as another, equally valid, paradigm of human existence" (Schweikart SO). 

This would involve a shift in how we view the bifurcated process of reading, from 

emphasizing how it may contribute to sexism to how it can function as a tool for 

heightened sensitivity to gender discrimination. We can choose to emphasize, for 

example, the role of the reader to determine the text's meaning, so that the gender of the 

writer ceases to define the conditions of meaning. The role of the woman reader and her 

subjectivity become the primary shapers of meaning in this paradigm; without her the 

text is nothing. In the case of my reading my great-grandfather's letters, instead of seeing 

myself as "peering into previously inaccessible terrain," I could see myself as the shaper 

of his text. In this framework, I give my great-grandfather his presence and audience, and 

it is through my lens that he is read. In Schweikart's words, "the reader can submit to the 

power of the text, or she can take control of the reading experience" (49). 

Forefronting the female reader's vantage point rather than the male writer's can 

enable a methodology of reading that is self-consciously resistant to the privilege of male 
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experience. Resistant reading means reading the text as it was not meant to be read—in 

fact reading the text against itself At times the topic of the text is what determines 

whether this type of reading will be helpful. There are very few passages in which my 

great-grandfather directly describes the experiences of women. When he does, I often 

resist reading from his perspective. I cannot easily insert myself as the subject who gazes 

on the other, and so I then attempt to reread the text from a perspective antithetical to my 

great-grandfather's perspective. He Avrites, 

I spent yesterday at Mrs. Ibri's house [...]. You remember, the Italian woman to 
whom that clod is married. Well, they are at the moment in the process of 
separating. He has shown himself to be a true monster and he has bullied her 
worse than the last pasha.^^ She lives alone in a pension at the moment, 
abandoned. She was truly happy to see me visit. She does not complain; she 
comports herself with enormous dignity. Naturally we spoke frankly about the 
situation. The poor one; she is quite unhappy. She has had a small girl who is now 
three months, and he refuses to give her the infant for even one hour. She goes to 
feed her three times a day. She grows more lovely and has a remarkable beauty 
now. And she is also kind, simple, sincere, a fine nature, noble. Compared to her, 
he is a dirty scavenger of the streets. And it is he who renounces her out of selfish 
interests [...]. You remember perhaps that I predicted accurately this tragic end. 
The poor girl has upset me a great deal. She is a tragic figure and the act of this 
animal is most terrible. ^ 

An acconmiodating reading would be to interpret this text as my great-grandfather most 

likely intended it, as a sympathetic male response to the tragic situation of a woman he 

admires. To take on this reading, however, would require that I then also accept the 

portrayal of this woman as "poor," "simple," "tragic," and yet "remarkably beautiful." 

This image of the pure and innocent woman suffering at the hands of fate and men and 

unable to rescue herself is not one I wish to identify with. Nor can I readily identify with 

the sympathetic onlooker, for that would mean denying my femaleness. The most 

workable reading in this instance for me is to recognize both the intent and the results of 
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this perspective and to resist their implications. Thus I can recognize how disempowering 

this image is, and I can then reread the image to empower me to reject this perspective. 

A resistant reading of this passage recognizes how my great-grandfather's 

portrayal of Mrs. Ibri relegates her to an ornamental position, but it does not conclude 

with this image. Rather, recognizing that my great-grandfather shaped his portrayal of 

Mrs. Ibri according to his culturally conditioned expectations of gender role performance 

allows me to "remove" that lens for a while and move beyond this disempowering image. 

Resistant reading, then, recuperates otherness; that is, it seeks to reaffirm the 

irreducibility of the other, and it demands a response that recognizes the otherness. From 

this vantage point, I can imagine Mrs. Ibri as I would portray her— not as "simple" or 

"tragic," but as a woman surrounded by patriarchal assumptions and mores that severely 

limit her ownership of both her life and her child's but do not diminish her desire for self-

determination. Schweikart argues that this kind of conscious and resistant rereading can 

result in a "therapeutic analysis—acknowledging initial responses to texts and then 

revising them" (50). In these ways reading my great-grandfather's letters does not 

require me to give up my interest in Jewish women's history, feminist methodologies for 

reading, or my desire to identify with my great-grandfather despite our differences. 

Instead I am enabled to engage in dialogue with these constructions and arrive at a more 

complicated, more ethically balanced, understanding of them. 
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Finding My Own Way Back to brael 

I cannot let my brother's version of what will happen to me when I meet my 

Orthodox relatives stand, no more than I can let my great-grandfather's image of Mrs. 

Ibri be my final one. So during my own trip to Israel in December of 199S, I arrange to 

meet my great-uncle Itzchak. I take a cab from my grandmother's house in Tel-Aviv to 

B'nai Brak, the Orthodox section nearby. I wear a dress with long sleeves. 

Chaia, Itzchak's daughter, escorts me to a cold bare living room, a single white 

cloth on the dinner table. At the end of it sits a man with a shiny black vest and tumbling 

gray beard. Blue eyes. Itzchak. I have enough of my wits about me not to offer my hand; 

I just bow a little and say "Shalom." Chaia sits across from me; she wears a fashionable 

wig; it is short with a little tail at the end. They ask about my brother, and I tell them how 

on his first night back in the States, he rose the traditional cup and sang the blessing in 

Hebrew, with deep reverence. 

"What is reverence?" Chaia asks, who must translate for her father. 

"Respect," I say. Itzchak's wife, I discover, is senile. She repeats the same 

questions; "So, what do you do?" and "You don't speak Hebrew?" over and over again. 

To break the silence, I tell them about my experience at the Wailing Wall, where I quite 

suddenly and unexpectedly broke into tears. Chaia's eyes begin to shine; she translates 

this for Itzchak. Encouraged, I talk about my second visit to the Wall. My grandmother 

didn't want me to go because of some recent political turmoil, but I had one more slip of 

paper to leave; I'd left one of my friend's prayers in my wallet by mistake. On the way I 
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had an idea: I would leave a prayer of my own about my great-grandfather's letters. The 

ones my grandmother gave me. What am I supposed to do with them? 

I tell Chaia that the day after this second visit to the Wall, a package arrived for 

my grandmother. "It's from Italy!" my grandmother had cried out in an excited voice, 

"Laura Salmon's book has arrived!" This is the book about my great-grandfather that all 

my family knows about." When I tell her this story, Chaia immediately translates it for 

her father. For a split second, I remember my father's less kind description of Itzchak, 

how he lived in the US for a while, got around quite a bit, and probably knows more 

English than he lets on. Still, it is wonderfully mysterious to have a translator, and 

Itzchak uses it to good effect, speaking to me only as I am about to leave. Chaia translates 

for me: "Itzchak says that the tears that you wept at the Wailing Wall were for your great

grandfather and through the letters he is speaking to you, calling you back to Israel." 

As a twentieth-century American feminist, I may resist Itzchak's interpretation of 

my reasons for translating my great-grandfather's letters, but to give him credit, I am 

reading them, however resistantly at times, nonetheless. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

THE LENS OF THE TRANSLATOR: 

CULTURAL POLITICS, PERSONAL CULTURES 

Throughout this dissertation, I have been sketching a theoretical framework 

through concrete examples of postmodern rhetorical inquiry. I have been illustrating how 

a dialogic ethics of response, grounded in Bakhtinian understandings of discourse and 

Levinasian understandings of the other, can function to shape our academic endeavors 

and promote ethical action. I have demonstrated, for example, how historiography can be 

more effectively dialogic, how a simultaneous multiplicity of historical approaches and 

interpretive frameworks can move us beyond subjective paralysis. I have demonstrated 

ways for us—as readers, writers, and teachers of discourse—^to become more 

productively aware of the other in our selves and vice-versa, as well as the otherness that 

is not in our selves and can never be. My site for doing this work has been my great

grandfather's letters, given life and meaning for my current readers and myself through 

another rhetorical act not yet examined here: translation. 

Translation is in fact another potential site for ethical action based upon dialogic 

response. Because translation is an act of discursive representation—explicitly of a 

cultural other—its relevance is very valuable here. My process of translation has been 

informed by my efforts to self-reflexively examine and argue for the intersubjectivity of 

such response. The concerns shared by translation studies and rhetoric and composition— 

namely the impact of political, ethnic, cultural, and religious assumptions that are 
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revealed and revised through language—are the very concerns dialogic ethics can 

address. My purpose in this chapter, then, is to examine more than my process of 

translating the letters. It is to also demonstrate the ways in which the rhetorical act of 

translation can be informed by a dialogic ethics of response and can become a site of 

productive and ethical encounters with the other. This potential is recognized, at least 

implicitly, in recent calls in translation studies to let moments of rupture and 

"untranslatability" stand in place of transparency. At the heart of those calls is a concern 

for maintaining otherness, for creating a space for dialogue rather than oppression. I 

begin this chapter with a discussion of the cultural politics of translation, followed by an 

analysis of my own translation process. I speculate on my great-grandfather's rhetorical 

choices, and I look for ways to make productive use of untranslatable moments, places 

where smooth transference breaks down and the reader is left facing otherness. I 

conclude with a critical reflection on these efforts, and I offer a glimpse of the difficulty 

that we all face in trying to more ethically and accurately engage with the other in 

discourse. In its conclusion, this chapter suggests some pedagogical implications of 

recent translation studies scholarship for rhetoric and composition specialists. 

The Cultural Politics of Translation 

In quoting Adrienne Rich, bell hooks points out the irony of needing "the 

oppressor's language^C'Oppressor's language" 295) in order to communicate one's 

resistance; similarly it is interesting to note that my great-grandfather avoided writing in 

Yiddish or Hebrew or Russian to his son (all languages in which he was more 
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comfortable), and instead chose the less ethnically representative but more politically 

powerful language of French. An additional irony is that if he had chosen languages more 

representative of his identity, his letters would have been inaccessible to me, for I, as an 

assimilated American Jew, have no Russian or Yiddish and little Hebrew but can 

translate the more "acceptable" language of French. Despite my affiliation and 

identification with my great-grandfather, I need to be careful not to engage in acts of 

oppression when I translate his writing. For as much as I can identify with Ben-Ami, I 

must also see myself as a member of a dominant culture representing and constructing a 

member of a nondominant culture. 

At least one way I can exercise such care is to resist the temptation to achieve 

transparency. Current work in translation studies by such scholars as hooks, Maier, 

Dingwaney, Venuti, and Spivak suggests that transparency—that is, the attempt to make 

the original language "fit" into the target language neatly, so that the reader no longer 

hears the original language—is an outdated goal. Many argue that it attempts to mask 

significant cultural and linguistic differences, often to make these differences more 

palatable for the dominant, by far most often English speaking, culture. The current 

methodology suggests letting moments of difRculty and rupture (those moments in which 

the original word's meaning does not really exist in the translator's language) stand, so 

that the reader can begin to see the fascinating differences that exist. This is making the 

translator's previously invisible work visible, and I find it a more ethical and interesting 

way of doing translation. 
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The move toward focusing on translation as an activity negotiated within a 

specific context rather than as product is connected to an increasing awareness of the 

political realm in which translations take place. Previous perceptions of translators as 

neutral "conduits"' rather than active participants have led to critiques by scholars such 

as Venuti and Cheyfitz, whose works emphasize "the ways and instances in which 

translation (as both practice and product) has repeatedly obliterated rather than 

communicated a "source" culture (Maier 23). More current models of viewing and 

practicing translation attempt to address translation's potential to mask cultural difference 

by returning to the breaking down points, the "space between," the site in which efforts 

toward transparency in translation fail. Previously translators would have chosen to hide 

such moments of difficulty in footnotes or apologetic endnotes; I am persuaded by 

Maier's argument that this practice represents "a failure to acknowledge the potential for 

human interaction that occurs when one language proves inadequate in the presence of 

another" (22). I see in moments of rupture potential for dialogic encounters with the 

other. Precisely when transparent language fails us, the possibility arises for a more 

honest appreciation of cultural difference, or as Maier puts it "individual allegiance is 

shed, the allegiances of others are acknowledged, and the potential dangers in all such 

attachments are experienced" (24). 

As a rhetorician I find such recent conversations in translation studies useful when 

I analyze my process of translating my great-grandfather's letters. Current efforts in 

translation studies to value difference in place of past silencing or imperialism are similar 

to recent conversations in rhetoric about the interconnectedness among ethnic identity. 
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language, and identification. Translators today are aware of the power they have to 

simplify cultural difference and are employing strategies to resist the reduction of ethnic 

diversity. Many are writing "rough" translations in which the translators let the 

awlcwardness of nontransparent translation stand. Nevertheless, these attempts at 

valorizing difference remain problematic, for recognition of difference does not 

necessarily lead to recognition of inequality. Examining recent shifts in translation theory 

gives rhetoricians the opportunity to analyze the interactions among language, ethnic 

identity, and identification with a lens that emphasizes gaps in human communication 

due to cultural difference. Translated texts offer rhetoricians previously unexamined sites 

for analysis of the interaction among the text, the writer, the reader, and the context, 

which can become valuable tools for assessing our current models of describing and 

ascribing cultural difference. 

Literary theorist Giyatri Spivak has written extensively about the possibility of 

revising translation methodology. She argues that in order to avoid offensive 

appropriations, the translator must know the language and culture intimately and be 

willing to let moments of rupture remain. She believes that stories exist which are so 

intimately connected to the source culture that they should be "passed on" only with "the 

mark of untranslatability"("The Politics of Translation" 192-195). This emphasis on 

rupture is meant to prevent too easy an identification. While Venuti suggests a resistant 

strategy in which the translator aims to produce a recognition of difference, Spivak 

pushes this one step further and argues for total silence or withdrawal. In contrast, Maier 
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argues that acknowledgement of difference and inequality is possible; she refers to Pratt's 

"contact zones" when she argues that 

such contact is not best defined in terms of either a tolerance of difference or a silence 
of separation [...]. Within those (asymmetrical) relations of power, a certain, 
redefined intimacy can develop [...]. Rather than devising strategies for 
withholding translation, one must work to redefine expectations for translation [...] 
with approaches that will show it as the humbling, disconcerting experience 
translation can be" (29). 

I consider such efforts to engage with the other in an immediate and face-to-face 

manner dialogic translation—^translation which invites the reader to encounter the other, 

despite asymmetrical power relationships and cultural differences, in a way that is 

conscious of positional ity. Dialogic translation encourages the reader to struggle with the 

other for contested meanings and encourages the analysis of the power relationships 

among the reader, the translator, and the other. 

I imagine the position of the translator within these interrelationships to be what 

Maier describes as "one who works deliberately between cultures, enabled by an 

understanding of identity as a learned or constructed allegiance rather than an innate 

condition"(31). Thus the translator must interrogate her own process of identification 

when it is relevant to the process of translation. The resulting product is not less 

subjective, nor does it begin to resolve the tensions that arise when two different cultures 

and languages meet and collide. The translator is a witness to such meetings and 

collisions, but never an impartial one. 

In translating my great-grandfather's letters, I have attempted to resist 

transparency and to cultivate dialogic translation. In the passages that follow, I will 

analyze instances in which I was particularly conscious of inviting the reader to move 
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past easy identification toward a more complex understanding of his or her interaction 

with the other in my great-grandfather's letters. These passages include the stories and 

experiences that Spivak suggests be marked as untranslatable. Instead I have marked 

them as opportunities for increased understanding. 

Translating the Letters: Moments of Rupture and Opportunities for Dialogue 

The following passage was one of the first of my great-grandfather's letters to 

give me pause. He writes, in a moment of seeming despair, 

13 Aout 1924 -Shdu soir 

Vraiment dire je perd la tete. Je ne peux rien dire, rien qffirmer et 
persome ne le peut. Tout est problematique. Ce que je sais bien par observation 
personelle, c 'est que les juifs id recourent a tous les hopitaux Chretiens, surtout a 
ceux des missions, parce que cela ne coute pas ou coute peu. Et ies plus riches le 
font. Et quels hopitaux. Des palais, avec de grands jardins. Rien ne me fait tant 
souffhr que de voir toutes ces enormes et nombreuses institutuions chretiennes, 
eglises, convents de toutes leurs confessions qui occupent des enormes distances. 
Un couvent occupe tant de place de tour un quartier juif et I 'on cherche a 
s 'emparer de toute Jerusalem et ses environs, surtout les catholiques qui ne font 
qu 'acheter des terrains et de construire. Et quand nous allons acheter un petit 
terrain, pour construire un nouveau quartier, il y a des et des et (ks 
et cpres ou apres que ce n 'etait qu 'un projet, que tous ceux qui se sent inscrits 
n 'ont pas paye etc. Et chaque fois on announce la fondation d'une nouvelle 
societe, dont Un' existe que le nam. Quelles nullites. Quelles node de blageurs, de 
Taraconnais! Non, les taraconnais sont ruiifs dans leurs blagues. Les notre sont 
tour simplement des charlatans pour la plupart et fabriquent les blagues et 
autour de chaque blague des reclames impudents, malhonnetes. Mais il fait deja 
bien sombre et a lueur de la lune je ne peux pas contirmer. 

Below is the translation I wrote. Following it I will discuss in more detail specific turns 

of phrases and word choices that were difficult to translate in a transparent way because 

of their political, religious, and cultural connotations. 
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August 13 1924 Spm in the evening 

Truly I am losing my head. I can say nothing, affirm nothing and no one can. 
Everything is problematic. What I Imow well through personal observation is that 
the Jews here resort to going to the Christian hospitals, especially those belonging 
to the missions, because they cost nothing or cost little. And the most rich do this. 
And these Christian hospitals—such hospitals! They are palaces, with big 
gardens. Nothing makes me suffer so much as to see all these enormous and 
numerous Christian institutions, churches, convents and their confessional spaces 
that occupy enormous distances. A convent takes as much room as a Jewish 
quarter and they look to take over all of Jerusalem and its surrounding areas, 
especially the Catholics who do nothing but buy land and build. And when we go 
to buy a little bit of land, to build a new quarter, there are bellowings like the 
sounding of the shofar (in Hebrew: short, long, very long—these are instructions 
on how to blow the shofar during high holy dc^s), and after or after this was 
nothing but a project for which all who have promised to have not paid, etc. And 
every time someone announces the foundation of a new society, there exists 
nothing of it but its name. What incompetence! What a group of jokers, of 
boasters {Tarascon isfrom a play by Daudet Tartar in de Tarascon—a small town 
in southern France known for its jokes) No the boasters are fools in their tall tales. 
Our ones are simply charlatans for the most part and who fabricate boastful lies... 
and surrounding each boast there are impudent, dishonest claims. But it is already 
quite dark and I cannot continue by the gleam of the moon. 

In Hebrew the following note is handwritten by my grandfather: 

This was written 9 years ago and still the condition has not changed since then, 
only very little. In a certain way but we cannot imagine how many more among 
the sick of our people are using the mission hospitals and not always be blamed 
for this. The doctors hear often enough shocking stories about the doubts of the 
poor Jews in our hospitals that are we don't have enough and that we do not have 
facilities for the poor like the missions have. 

There are occasions in translating when the writer's tone presents the translator 

with difficulty; that is, the accumulation of a number of sequential word choices rather 

than one individual word creates a tone that is appropriate and understandable within one 

culture, but does not translate well from the source language to the reader's language. 

When I first read the above passage, I nodded in recognition and cringed in 

embarrassment. The vehemence of my great-grandfather's diction exhibited in the 
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opening phrases 'Truly I am losing my head. I can say nothing, affirm nothing, and no 

one can" sounded familiar to me. I heard these phrases with the cultural intimacy Spivak 

argues is necessary for valuable translation. I believe the culture behind these words is 

not French, but Jewish. When I read this passage, I was reminded of many dinner 

conversations I've had with relatives, during which opinions were expressed with terrific 

conviction and strength. I'm reminded of conversations I've had with Israeli taxicab 

drivers about the current political situation there—the same vehemence applies. Strong 

language depicting strong emotions is acceptable within the Jewish culture in ways that 

often appear exaggerated or melodramatic to non-Jewish cultures. I imagine that a non-

Jewish person might read the above passage as deeply despairing, whereas these 

sentences read to me as common every day expressions of frustration; they do not 

indicate to me that my great-grandfather was suffering from unusual depression or anger. 

I have noted that after reading this passage I experienced not only recognition but 

also embarrassment. I have learned, as a writer and speaker, in a mostly non-Jewish 

culture, to tone down my word choices; over the years I have "tried out" my voice in 

academic, fiction, and creative nonaction writing. I have learned to temper my initial 

word choices with ones that are more subdued, less aggressive, and are thus more 

palatable for a general academic audience, a majority of which is non-Jewish. If I were to 

take on a similar move toward palatability in translating my great-grandfather's work, I 

would be smoothing over genuine cultural differences. I can either let the vehemence of 

his language stand, and thus have his emotional state most likely be misunderstood by his 

audience, or I can tone down his word choice for his audience, so that his readers will be 
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more able to respond to his words as he intended them. The best choice, however, is to do 

neither, and instead to let the difficulty, the gap between these two cultures, stand. 

Certain phrases in the above passage are untranslatable in the traditional sense. By 

that I mean they have no literal English equivalent; therefore, transparency would be 

impossible, even if I were to attempt it. Notably these phrases originate from two 

different cultures—the Jewish traditions and French cultural history. This is another 

indication of how complex my great-grandfather's process of ethnic identification was; in 

these letters he is a Russian author writing in French about his immigration to Palestine. 

The multi-layered nature of my great-grandfather's cultural identity makes the process of 

translating his letters with a sensitivity to culture and language more difficult, for within 

one letter indications of many different cultures may be present. Sometimes these cultural 

influences seem to blend; at other moments they seem merely to co-exist. As a translator 

I would like to be able to not only make the English-speaking reader aware of these 

cultural influences but also aware of when they seem to blend and when they seem to 

remain separate from one another. 

For example, I translated my great-grandfather as writing, "And when we go to 

buy a little bit of land, to build a new quarter, there are bellowings like the sounding of 

the shofar {inHebrew "tekiyah", "teruah", shvarim : short, long, broken—timse are 

instructions on how to blow the shofar during high holy days), and after or after this was 

nothing but a project for which all who have promised to have not paid, etc." This is 

clearly a culturally multilayered passage. In the previous sentences, my great-grandfather 

has set up a contrast along religious lines; he compares the Christian and Jewish 
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processes of rebuilding Jerusalem, finds that the Jewish process is lagging, and berates 

Jews for frequenting the superior Christian missions. Despite writing in French, my great

grandfather identifies himself in these sentences most strongly as a Jew; it is therefore no 

surprise that he in the next sentences actually slips into Hebrew. My great-grandfather 

does not make fun of the Jews, his own people, in a foreign language. Rather he chooses 

a phrase in Hebrew, that only a Jew would understand with which to criticize Jewish 

behavior. The Hebrew words, as I have indicated, would literally have to be translated as 

"short, long, very long." This is an allusion to the rhythm with which the shofar is blown 

on the Jewish New Year. It is an easy reference for Jews to get, not an easy allusion for 

outsiders. I argue that this choice is significant and represents a moment in which my 

great-grandfather excludes the non-Jew from too easy an identification. My translation of 

this passage must recreate that jarring for the non-Jew, so that my great-grandfather's 

emphasis on religious difference in this instance is recreated. To use Spivak's language, 

this is an untranslatable moment; it is impossible for a non-Jew to experience the 

recognition of the shofar's sound in connection with a rebuke of the behavior of Jewish 

immigrants to Palestine in the same way that a Jew experiences this combination of 

shaming, call for loyalty, and reference to common tradition. However, rather than leave 

this passage unpenetrable as Spivak might have done, I choose to forefront this moment 

of difference as an opportunity for the non-Jew to recognize difference and then come to 

a better appreciation of it. 

In speculating on possible reasons for my great-grandfather's rhetorical choices, I 

have made reference in the above paragraph to "the Jew" or "the non-Jew" and "the 
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Jewish culture" and "the non-Jewish culture" as if these were easily defined as separate 

categories. Elsewhere in this dissertation, I have argued that the process of ethnic, 

religious, political, and national identification is much more complex and sometimes 

discontinuous than the above two designations might imply. I view my own process of 

Jewish identification as one that is perpetually vulnerable to revision and am comfortable 

viewing this process within a postmodern framework that posits identity as fractured, 

contingent, and socially constructed. I doubt, however, that my great-grandfather viewed 

his process of Jewish identification in this way. It is likely he would have been 

comfortable with the dualisms of "Jew" and "non-Jew" and "Jewish culture" and "non-

Jewish culture." Thus when I argue that it is significant that my great-grandfather chose 

to mock and criticize Jewish behavior in the language of the Jews and that I, as a 

translator, have some responsibility in making my reader conscious of these rhetorical 

effects of my great-grandfather's authorial choices, I do not mean to adopt my great

grandfather's essentialist framework as my own. I am nevertheless arguing that my 

awareness of this framework has enabled me to offer a more responsible translation. My 

goal in forefronting my great-grandfather's unstated beliefs about Jewish identity and 

Jewish identification is to also make the reader aware of the cultural and generational 

differences that exist among the reader, the author, the text, and the translation. 

A few sentences later my great-grandfather chooses to stay within French 

language and culture for his allusions. I translated the next few lines as, "What a group of 

jokers, of boasters. No, the boasters are fools in their tall tales. Our ones are simply 

charlatans for the most part and who fabricate boastful lies [...] and surrounding each 
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boast there are impudent, dishonest claims." What I translated as "jokers" and "boasters" 

in the French is Taraconnais. The term Tarascon is from a play by Daudet called Tartarin 

de Tarascon. which features a character named Tarascon known for his jokes. Tarascon 

to this day is also the name for a small town in southern France, also known for its jokes. 

As a translator, I argue that it is important for contemporary readers to be able to ask why 

my great-grandfather might have chosen to refer to French literary tradition here. To 

simply translate the term with the approximations "jokers" and "boasters" does mask 

cultural difference. To leave the terms in French or to bury the French cultural history 

connected to this term subordinates difference to ease of translation; the result is a less 

complicated, aware, and conscious reading. This moment of reference to a known French 

literary figure and the corresponding figure of speech represent rhetorical strategies on 

my great-grandfather's part to reestablish his connection to and familiarity with the 

language in which he is writing. Thus after emphasizing his Jewish identity in the 

previous lines, he reminds the reader of his knowledge of the culturally dominant 

language and literary tradition of his time. This is necessary for him as both a Jew and a 

writer—as a Jew, to show himself capable of speaking the "oppressor's" language well, 

and as a writer, to not be marginalized as a "Jewish" writer with only a "Jewish" 

audience. 

In the following passage, my great-grandfather makes use of code-mixing^ in 

similarly rhetorically strategic ways, moving into Hebrew at emotionally significant 

points in his narrative and, when he returns to French, using French colloquialisms and 

sophisticated turns of phrases. In translating the following letter about his trip to Milan, I 
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was confronted with obscure references, conunented on at a later date by my grandfather 

in French. I was also confronted with my great-grandfather's fairly frequent choice to 

incorporate into his description phrases in Hebrew that are strongly located within the 

Jewish culture and tradition. These phrases are so identified with the Jewish way of life 

and speaking that when I first showed these phrases to my mother (she was bom and 

raised in Tel Aviv; her first language is Hebrew), she pronounced them, unwittingly 

echoing Spivak's phrase, as "untranslatable": 

Milan, mercredi 11 Juin 9 h du soir 

Nous voila a Milan depuis une demi-heure. Si la douleur de la separation 
avec vous n 'etait pas si cuisante, si amere, on ne pourrait rien dire contre ce 
voyage en attandant. La nature etale toutes ses merveilles et s 'est montre dans 
toute sa beaute, devant sa majeste ecrasante: ma gadlu ma 'aseicha ('phrase in 
Hebrew  ̂Jamais il me sembler la montagne n 'a deroule devant lesyeux humains 
tant de mysteres, tant de reveries et le tout enveloppe dans un voile de tristesse 
parfois lugubre. 

On a vude loin tous les vieux amis qui nous saluaient de loin enter le 
Signal Vers Cort etc) (*phrase in Hebrew is written by my grandfather here). Et 
tout cela a evoque beaucoup de souvenirs et beaucoup de tristesse. On a allonge 
le Lago Maggiore, vu ces belles Isole Borromeo, Pallnaza etc. Juste au milieu du 
grand tunnel surgirent devant nous les douaniers, venant dans le vagon. Mais ces 
abrutis n 'ont pas meme daigffie de regarder nos richesses. La meme chose pour 
les passeports. On ne nous dreange pas trop; gam zu letova ^phrase in Hebrew^. 
Nous avons a attendre jusqu 'a miniut. Au revoir, mes chers. ^e dieu vous garde. 
Je vous embrasse fort mes chers. 

Below is the translation I wrote. As I have done above, I will follow my translation with a 

discussion of specific turns of phrases and word choices, ones which resist transparency 

because of their political, religious, and cultural connotations. 

Milan, Wednesday June 11*'', nine in the evening 

We are here in Milan for half an hour. If the sadness of separation from 
you were not so keen, so bitter, one could not have said anything against this 
voyage in the meantime. Nature displays all its wonders and shows itself in all its 
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beauty, in the presence of its overwhelming majesty. It's to fall at one's knees at 
each step and to exclaim: "How great are your creations, God." Never has it 
seemed to me that the mountains unfold in front of human eyes such mysteries, 
such dreams, and all of this enveloped in a fog of sadness that is, sometimes, 
gloomy. 

We have seen old friends from the past who greeted us from afar between 
the sign Verscors* (* those are places in Switzerland that he used to spend his 
summer days). And all of this evokes many memories and lots of sadness. We 
strode along the Lago Maggiore, saw the beautiful Isole Borromeo, Pallanza etc. 
Right at the middle of the large tunnel the customs officers appeared before us, 
coming in the train. But these clods did not even deign to look at our riches. The 
same thing for the passports. One did not disturb us much—this too is for the best. 
We must wait until midnight. Goodbye, my dear ones. May God keep you. I 
embrace you all strongly, my dear ones. 

I will begin my discussion of this passage with an explanation of particular 

difficulties I encountered in order to make more explicit the often hidden process of trial 

and error that accompanies most translations, especially those whose source language 

occurs in a different historical period as well as cultural environment from the target 

language. I will then discuss specific moments of code-mixing from French to Hebrew 

and interpret the rhetorical significance of these authorial choices within the framework 

of cultural and ethnic identification. 

The original phrase in the above passage which created difficulty for me is type

written as "le signal vert cort." One could get as far as "the green signal," but then the 

translator is left with the word cort, which does not exist. The reference to a green signal 

also does not fit the context of the surrounding passage particularly well, and the 

possibility of a lost idiomatic expression is unlikely. My grandfather's later notations, 

however, provide the translator with further clues. Most significant is the correction from 

vert cort to Vers-Cort, which would seem to indicate the name of a place. His additional 

comment that "those were places in Switzerland that he used to spend summer days" 
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further indicates that the "vert" in this case does not describe the "signal," but rather it 

refers to a place name. I was eventually able to locate an area near Grenoble called 

"Vercors," which is quite close to the Swiss border. I was then left with the word signal; 

the best I can surmise at this point is that this refers to a road sign reading "Vercors" 

along the tracks of the train that my great-grandfather was travelling on. Still, this is only 

my best possible guess at the moment.^ The best translation is at best an approximation or 

an educated guess, and it is this kind of instability in meaning that is often masked in 

transparent translation. 

I have translated the first phrase in Hebrew as "How great are your creations, 

God." A reader in the target language of English may hear biblical echoes in this phrase 

and perhaps even locate this phrase in the book of Psalms. He or she might then construe 

my great-grandfather as a particularly religious man, perhaps placing this religiosity 

within its historical context and reading it with that intellectual concession. A reader in 

the source language of Hebrew, however, would undoubtedly recognize this phrase not 

just within the Hebrew scriptures, but also as a common figure of speech. It is in fact a 

well-worn idiomatic expression, something as commonplace to my great-grandfather's 

contemporaries as "have a nice day" is to us. As a translator, I think it is important to 

make a distinction between phrases in Hebrew which connote religiosity and others that 

were so commonly used that they no longer can be said to do so. 

In analyzing the rhetorical significance of this particular instance of code-mixing, 

I interpret the tone accompanying this allusion as light-hearted and casual. I would 

consider the use of this phrase as an example of what Olshtain and Blum-Kulka in their 
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article "Happy Hebrish; Mixing and Switching in American-Israeli Family Interactions 

call "'we' codes as opposed to the 'they' code of the major language group, which is 

perceived as more formal, stiff and distant" (60). The phrase does work to include those 

who speak Hebrew, a minority language, and exclude those who do not, and it has the 

comforting tone of an off-hand remark. However, I believe that my great-grandfather's 

use of this phrase in Hebrew is not as distinctly a move toward location within the Jewish 

community as the previous phrases I have discussed. He uses this phrase, I propose, not 

so much as a Jew reminding his son of their shared Jewish identification, but rather as a 

writer who chooses to use a commonly used phrase to make his experience more 

immediately understood by his reader. Thus I argue that it would be a mistake to assume 

each time my great-grandfather code-mixes from French to Hebrew that he is employing 

a rhetorical strategy to reestablish identification with Jewish culture and traditions. 

Although "a speaker's choice of language is seen to be an index of her or his chosen 

allegiances and self-image," (Bell, "Translating" 55) translation is largely a matter of 

audience interpretation rather than authorial intent, the latter being much more elusive 

and more difficult to determine. 

Reflections on UntranslatabiHty 

Throughout this chapter I have argued that making the translator's work more 

visible allows for increased cultural understanding between readers of the target 

languages and speakers of the source language or languages. In order to make readers of 

the target language more aware of how much masking of cultural differences occurs in 
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transparent translations, I have argued, in agreement with Venuti, Maier, Dingwaney, 

and others, that it is rhetorically significant and ethically more responsible to provide 

readers with a discussion of moments of difficulty and disrupture along with the 

translation There are problems with this approach, however. First, the entire process of 

translation is no doubt embedded in cultural paradigms so pervasive that it is impossible 

for the translator to make the reader in the target language aware of them all. Venuti 

argues convincingly that "every step in the translation process—from the selection of 

foreign texts to the implementation of translation strategies to the editing, reviewing, and 

reading of translations—is mediated by the diverse cultural values that circulate in the 

target language, always in some hierarchical order" (Translator's Invisibilitv 308). Thus 

even those translators who attempt to "resist" (Venuti's term) the dominant values of the 

target language will have difficulty extricating themselves from its influence. 

Another problem with nontransparent translation as it has been proposed by 

Venuti, Maier, and others, and as I have exemplified it in this chapter, is its feasibility. 

When I had opportunities to present the research in this chapter to various university 

communities, I was often asked about the practicability of my proposals. How would I, 

for example, go about making the reader aware of the background of each choice I had 

made in my translation of over one hundred letters? How could I present an exegesis of 

each letter along with the translation, and what would this look like? I am not certain of 

how current translation theorists would respond to these concerns. I have decided for my 

purposes to dedicate only this one chapter of my dissertation to arguing for and 

exemplifying nontransparent translation precisely because of the difficulties carrying out 
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this type of translation would create if I were to approach all of the letters in this fashion. 

Nevertheless, the work I have done in this chapter informs all my translations, despite 

that I have not chosen to make this process as explicit and visible to my readers 

throughout the rest of this dissertation. What I wish to emphasize in doing so here is the 

potential that this approach offers—to me and to my readers. Like the theoretical 

frameworks guiding the rhetorical practices of previous chapters, my approach to 

translation is informed by, and seeks to promote, a dialogic ethics of response. The goal I 

wish to forefront in translation is its ability to situate readers and writers across cultures 

and time into positioned, intersubjective interactions with one another. While I 

acknowledge the difiHculty of comprehensively explicating moments of ruptwe in 

translation work, I am hopeful that new approaches to presenting a translator's difficult 

choices in the face of cultural difference will develop as nontransparent translation 

becomes more prevalent. 

Some Implications for the Writing Classroom 

Of particular interest to teachers and scholars in English studies is that a related 

area currently being pursued by both translation theorists and literary theorists involves 

the implications current work in translation studies may have for the teaching of cross-

cultural texts in the multicultural language arts classroom. Maier and Dingwaney, for 

example, have begun exploring a "pedagogy for teaching cross-cultural texts—a 

pedagogy in which the theory and practice that inform the activities and processes 

leading to translation provide an enabling means" (Between Languages 294). More 
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specifically these scholars argue for the pedagogical use of a translation wherein there is 

no rush for immediate identification with the other but instead the more complex goal of 

"'transculturation,^' in which two languages are held within a single expression" (304). 

Maier and Dingwaney argue that such practices can inform a model of cross-cultural 

reading that allows for a potentially disturbing but more engaged process of scrutiny and 

awareness (304). They write, 

When a cross-cultural work is seen as an author's translation of a culture, it 
becomes possible to read that text itself as a reading—a construction of social, 
political, cultural "realities"—by an individual who inserts herself and her work 
(and is embedded) in that culture [...]. Such a view warns against easy 
judgments about how an individual or a work represents (or is representative of) a 
culture. When readers see their reading as an activity involving translation, it 
becomes possible for them to scrutinize their own "locations"—the interpretive 
strategies and choices—which are implicated in their readings. (313) 

Dingwaney and Maier's argument, that the scrutiny and awareness of cultural 

embeddedness which accompanies nontransparent translation creates a receptivity toward 

the ambiguity and complexity surrounding importations of cross-cultural texts, opens up 

new considerations for how current movements in translation studies can become useful 

points of discussions for writing pedagogies that must respond to multicultural difference 

in both literary texts and classroom populations. The expansion of the canon has 

sometimes resulted in a rush for easy identification that does not do the intricacy of 

multicultural difference justice. In foregrounding moments of disrupture and possible 

untranslatability, current work in translation studies offers writing teachers and scholars 

useful models for complicating our students' understanding of the context from which 

texts emerge. Bell hooks suggests that making students aware of the complications that 

arise in cross-cultural translation will help students understand that "we do not 
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necessarily need to hear and know what is stated in its entirety, that we do not need to 

'master' or conquer the narrative as a whole, that we may know in fragments" (300). It is 

this reluctance toward assumption and false identification, this resistance toward 

concealing real difference that I hope to foster and encourage with my students. Using 

dialogic translation is one way; using the framework that informs such a practice is 

another. 
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Notes 

' Cynthia Roy's term in "Interpreters, Their Role, and Metairiiorical Language Use," Looking Ahead: 
Proceedings of the 31* Ann^i^l ronference of the American Translator's Association, ed. A. Leslie Wilson 
(Medford, NJ: Learned Information, Inc., 1990) 77-86. 
^ Sharon Miuingale Bell makes a distinction between "code-mixing" and "code-switching" in her article 
"In the Shadow of the Father Tongue; On Translating the Masks in J.S. Alexis" in Between Language and 
Cultures. She states: "Code-mixing is defined as the insertion of words or phrases from on of the given 
languages in contact into an utterance primarily enunciated in the other. When speakers alternate between 
languages in longer utterances.... the process is called code switching", citing Elite Olshtain and 
Shoshanna Blum-Kulka's "Happy Hebrish: Mixing and Switching in American-Israeli families" (52). 
^ My grandfiuher corrected the tyjped phrase: "le signal vert cort" to read "le Signal Verscort" in 
handwritten notations. 
^ I am indebted to Anne-Marie Brooks, a doctoral student in the French department at the University of 
Arizona, for working on the various possible interpretations of this phrase with me. 
^ The aidhors cite here Perez Hrmat's discussion of transculturation and quote the following definition 
fiom his work; "the word properly designates the fermentation and turmoil that precedes analysis... [it is] a 
coinage that denotes transition, passage, process' fThe Cuban Condition: Translation and Identitv in 
Modem Cuban Literature Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1989). 



FORESEEING THE END: A CONCLUSION 

Dialogism is the characteristic epistemological mode of a world dominated by 
heteroglossia. Everything means, is understood, as part of a greater whole—there 
is a constant interaction between meanings, all of which have the potential of 
conditioning others. 

—Michael Holquist in Bakhtin, Dialogic Imagination 

I am choosing to end this dissertation on a note of possibility and difficulty. I 

have barely cracked open the door on the difficulties that will inevitably accompany any 

moves in the academy to invoke dialogue across boundaries of identification and 

allegiance. Our work as teachers, scholars, citizens, and human beings must, however, 

address those difficulties. We cannot remain complacent with monologic representations 

of others, not given the oppression and violence we are witnessing daily. As teachers and 

scholars of discourse, with all that we know of its power, we have a responsibility. By 

the very definition of that word, we are charged with responding—to others, to our 

selves, and perhaps most importantly, to the relations that define and shape those 

positionalities. My goal in this work has been to sketch some possibilities for response, 

but much more work remains. The next step is to open the door more fully on the 

difficulties of practical implementation. We need to begin investigating the concrete 

ways in which a dialogic ethics of response can be constructed in our daily practices, and 

we need to address the problems that will arise. 

The work I have written here is limited by my own experience, knowledge, and 

perspective, but if we believe that there is dialogism present within this text, many more 

meanings can arise from the interactions between text and reader, ones I may never have 
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anticipated. I have told my students as much; when we're analyzing texts together or 

working on peer reviews, I remind them occasionally that once the text has left the 

author's hands, it is no longer his or hers, for regardless of authorial intent unanticipated 

meanings will be discovered. I have had this experience myself already. One of the 

primary assumptions underlying this project has been that it is a feminist undertaking 

because it represents a response to male dominated traditions of excluding women 

common to my faith and present to some extent in my family. I have written in this 

dissertation of how it seems to me that in reading and translating letters written by my 

great-grandfather to his son, that I have been tiptoeing into previously inaccessibly male 

terrain. 

It took a feminist historian and scholar to disabuse me of this notion—a premise I 

believed was foundational to this text. Judy Temple, chair of the Women's Studies 

department at The University of Arizona, pointed out, ailer reading a final draft of this 

dissertation, that I had missed the significance of the matrilineal transmission. 

"Hmmmm?" I replied, still not quite seeing what she was getting at. 

"Your grandmother gave the letters to you, not your brother. In the end, you are 

the one writing the family history and interpreting the letters, not he." 

This is an example of how a text's meaning changes after it leaves the writer's 

hands, or to reiterate the quotation introducing this chapter, "everything means, is 

understood, as part of a greater whole—there is constant interaction between meanings.. 

.Limited by my experience and assumptions so well worn that I no longer was inclined 

to question them, I would have missed a significant possible re-reading of my work. For 
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this, I needed another reader. So it is with this spirit that I offer my sunmiaries, 

evaluations, discussions of implications, and suggestions for further inquiry in response 

to what I have written in previous pages. I imagine that another reader would draw some 

very different and perhaps more insightful conclusions. 

In the second chapter, I used positioned historiography to analyze constructions of 

Zionism in Israeli historiography and in my great-grandfather's letters. This 

historical/contextual approach allows for a deeper understanding of the rhetorical 

significance of the historical situatedness of these constructions. Dialogic ethics, when 

applied to historiography, builds upon social construction because it does not allow the 

historiographer to stop at the point of realization that historical events are constructed. 

This has significance for the field of composition studies as a whole. As Kay Halasek 

argues, "At each and every level of discussion, compositionisits benefit fi'om a dialogized 

understanding of the discipline, pedagogy, and classroom instruction. Composition 

studies benefits, for example, when historiographers recognize the dialogic relationships. 

.. and describe their contingent natures and the interrelationships among them" (175). 

Applying a dialogic ethics of response to historiography suggests that the historian, in 

writing history, is engaged in ethical action because he or she responds to the other in an 

ongoing dialogue with future, present, and past historiographies. This approach has 

implications not just for the process and product of writing history, but for the 

scholarship and teaching of composition and rhetoric. 

Importantly, this process of historical revision and reconception is intimately 

connected to revisions and reconceptions of the self in dialogue with history. If we are to 
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engage ethically with the past, and with the other's past as well as our own, we need as 

scholars and teachers to be aware of our own processes of personal identification with 

texts. In the second chapter I attempted to demonstrate the positioned, rhetorical nature 

of historical interpretation, arguing in the process that within such positioning a dialogic 

ethics of response to the other can be fostered. This methodology validates multiple, 

competing, and subjective interpretative histories as contributing to a hetereoglossic 

history, in which one narrative does not strive for mastery but rather all historiographies, 

positioned as they are, are recognized for their contribution to a more full history. 

The implications of this approach toward historiography are increased 

opportunities for the writing of history that incorporate the subjective and the personal in 

ways that value diversity and recognize positionality, as well as increased ways of 

responding to historical texts that are not self-consciously positioned but nevertheless 

assume a particular vantage point. Questions of style and presentation in writing dialogic 

historiography remain; for example, the use of personal and imaginative narratives and 

relying on private documents as well as public accounts continue to be controversial 

choices. A dialogic approach to historiography offers another way into such controversy 

and perhaps creates a space for legitimating such practices. Also remaining is the 

question of how to read history in ways that do justice to competing perspectives when 

the openededness of response is fiilly realized. Future work might include the writing of 

responses to historical documents that self-consciously recognize the heteroglossia 

present in such representations and the writing of histories that attempt to represent 
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multiplicities in language, perspective, experience, and style—key features of 

positionality. 

In order to avoid simplifying such a complex concept, I attempted in chapter 

three to further develop my argument by complicating positionality; I showed that my 

personal response to my great-grandfather's letters—my self in dialogue with history—is 

not a static or easily definable element positioned within a larger dialogic context. I 

argued that my process of identification in response to reading and translating my great

grandfather's letters, which largely defines my self in response to the other, is temporal 

and shifting, fluid and unstable. Based upon that premise, I offered two significant 

implications for rhetoric and composition scholars: a justification for invoking the 

personal in classes that promote the reading and writing of multicultural texts; and an 

opportunity to further develop a dialogic ethics of response through a productive and 

critical awareness of personal processes of identification. 

I also argued in the third chapter that scholars and teachers in rhetoric and 

composition should take this more complex understanding of identification into their 

multicultural writing classrooms, to prevent students and teachers from jumping too 

quickly to an unearned identification with the other or to ascribing and describing 

difference in static and nonevolving ways. A dialogic ethics of response underlies this 

argument since I am arguing for recognition of the other as irreducibly different and for 

an ongoing relationship between self and the other from which ethical rather than 

oppressive encounters can occur. I argued further that the personal is an inevitable lens 

to any scholarly project we take on, and that it is an ethical and complicating move to 
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acknowledge as best we can the impact of our personal connections to our scholarly 

stances and arguments. It is a move in which we place the self more fully in dialogue 

with the text, and we open a space for a response to the other that seeks not to reduce the 

other to a version of the self, but to understand the other in its irreducibility. 

Some of the most significant remaining questions that arise from these arguments 

lie in the area of praxis. We need to continue to develop and refine our classroom 

practices in ways which allow for more complicated and sensitive responses to texts 

originating from culturally and ethically diverse perspectives, so writing students 

experience more than anxiety, resistance, confusion, apathy, or forced and fabricated 

empathy when introduced to perspectives other than their own. Similarly, I believe we 

can and should continue to experiment with the personal and the subjective in our 

scholarly writing; we need to fmd new ways to configure old dichotomies, such as the 

personal vs the public and argument vs. narrative, for our students when we assign 

writing and teach rhetorical analysis. Directions for future work include classroom-based 

research that focuses on student responses to assignments and lesson plans that take into 

account a dialogic ethics of response and a complex and unstable process of 

identification. These suggestions are in response to Halasek's contention that the teaching 

of writing can benefit from a prolonged and in-depth experimentation with how to apply 

dialogic principles to the writing classroom. She argues that "acknowledging and acting 

upon the inherent complexities of and dialogic relationships among author, audience, and 

subject provide composition theorists a basis from which to construct and enact 

pedagogies that seek to engage students in productive discourse" (176). We both hope 
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that teaching students to become more aware of the contingencies of language will result 

in a classroom that is more responsive to difference. 

In the fourth chapter I attempted to open a space for such an opportunity. I 

responded to Ben-Ami's letters as a distinct other; a Jewish feminist. My response 

challenges American academic conventions as well as orthodox Jewish conventions, both 

of which have traditionally sought to suppress women's voices and experiences. My goal 

in chapter four was to embody alterity for many potential readers of this work. I took, 

then, a different approach than I had up until then. I relied on narrative and imagination 

much more heavily than is normally accepted, and I worked to "fill the gaps" in the 

historical record—gaps where women's experiences and voices have been left behind. 

While dialogic ethics can work to promote ethical action in writing about and 

teaching in multicultural classrooms, it can function similarly as a framework for guiding 

responses to gender and the construction of the self in writing. Writing narratives of 

otherwise underrepresented women creates the opportunity for more encounters with the 

other and seeks to repair previous unethical response to the other. In confronting sexist 

texts or texts which deny their otherness, women can read resistantly, thus refrising to 

dilute irreducible difference while remaining in dialogue with the text. In suggesting this 

approach to reading, I find common ground with Don Bialostosky, who argues that "to 

read others dialogically, then, would be to read for an opening in the discussion or a 

provocation to further discourse.... Dialogic reading would not generally reduce others 

to consistent dialectical counterparts, or dwell on the inconsistencies in their positions, or 

transcend them in higher syntheses" (790). Bialostosky's emphasis in this passage is on 
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how we can revise our reading practices so that th^ are less destructive to the other, 

while my emphasis is on how to revise our reading practices when we come from the 

position of the other and need to respond to texts that are destructive to us. But both of us 

see dialogism as a significant tool for reforming our reading practices. In chapter four I 

argued for resistant reading as a way to counteract the negative effects of reading 

normative male texts as a female. I also argued that we ought to imagine historical 

constructs where no historical records exist; each of these is an argument for a dialogic 

ethics of response because each represents an effort to give voice to the other. Dialogic 

ethics in this context serves to offer a way of conununication that does not ignore 

difference while seeking through dialogism to remain in ethical contact. 

These arguments also have important implications for both scholarship and 

teaching practices. Incorporating narratives, whether oral, imaginary, or previously 

hidden from the public is one way to confront the gaps in women's history creatively. 

Teaching students how to respond to historical accounts that discount or ignore women's 

experiences through techniques such as resistant reading can serve to revitalize how 

writing instructors use historical writing in the classroom. Both arguments suggest new 

ways of responding to gender inequities by giving students access to more sophisticated 

and complex modes of critical reading and writing. Interesting questions remain to be 

explored about the effect such revised modes of reading and writing will have on students 

of both genders. Much work still can be done analyzing student interactions with feminist 

historiography and resulting processes of identification and response. 
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An additional mode of complex reading and writing that may similarly benefit 

students—as well as teachers and researchers—lies in the realm of translation studies. In 

chapter five I argued that dialogic ethics can function as a framework for responding to 

difference in translating cross-cultural texts as well as reading them. My analyses of Ben-

Ami's letters provided an opportunity for such a link since they offer a relevant site for 

the analysis of translation along cross-cultural borders. The fifth chapter thus focused on 

the moments of rupture within differing systems of meaning between the author and the 

translator, as well as the cultural, political, and religious tensions inevitable in translation. 

I argued that the translator should make such moments—moments of untranslatability— 

visible to the reader rather than masking them by attempting transparency. Making the 

reader aware of the cultural politics involved in translations when such difficult moments 

arise creates opportunities for the reader to have dialogic encounters with the other. 

Of particular interest to teachers and scholars in English studies is that a conmion 

area currently being pursued by both translation theorists and literary theorists involves 

the implications current work in translation studies may have for the teaching of cross-

cultural texts in the multicultural language arts classroom. More specifically these 

scholars argue for the pedagogical use of a translation wherein there is no rush for 

immediate identification with the other but instead the more complex goal of 

"'transculturation,' in which two languages are held within a single expression" (304). 

Maier and Dingwaney argue that such practices can inform a model of cross-cultural 

reading that allows for a potentially disturbing but more engaged process of scrutiny and 

awareness (304). Dingwaney and Maier's argument—^that the scrutiny and awareness of 
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cultural embeddedness, which accompanies nontransparent translation, creates a 

receptivity toward the ambiguity and complexity surrounding importations of cross-

cultural texts—opens up new considerations for how current movements in translation 

studies can become useful points of discussions for writing pedagogies that must respond 

to muhicultural difference in both literary texts and classroom populations. The 

expansion of the canon has sometimes resulted in a rush for easy identification that does 

not do the intricacy of muhicultural difference justice. In foregrounding moments of 

rupture and possible untranslatability, current work in translation studies offers writing 

teachers and scholars useful models for complicating our students' understanding of the 

contexts fi'om which texts emerge. 

Using dialogic translation, or the framework that informs it, is one way to 

promote such resistance and reluctance. But further research needs to be done on the 

practice of incorporating classroom discussions about moments of untranslatability 

within the body of a text of translation; such discussions may revolve around questions of 

style and presentation and reader response to such innovations. Further work also needs 

to be done on the model of translation itself; the complicated relationship among the 

translator, the texts, and the target and source languages needs to be further analyzed in 

ways which take into consideration political and socio-economic contexts and dynamics, 

not only of the time of the text's authorship but also of the conditions surrounding the 

moment of translation. Future work in translation will hopefully highlight the role of the 

translator as cultural mediator and interpreter more thoroughly. 
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Whether it involves translations, historiography, explorations of gender, or 

invocations of the personal, a dialogic ethics of response offers scholars and teachers in 

rhetoric and composition a conception of ethical behavior that is compatible with 

postmodern constructions of the self, the other, and discourse. It provides a theoretical 

articulation for many concerned scholars and teachers of writing who accept 

indeterminacy but still want to argue for the possibility of ethical action. It also provides 

more dynamic descriptions of difference and response to difference for writing teachers 

and scholars who are concerned that more static and generalized notions are not resulting 

in more tolerance or understanding of the other. Composition scholars, as I have noted 

before, are engaged in continual conversation about what a dialogic writing classroom 

might look like in practice. Irene Ward has studied proposed dialogic pedagogies by 

scholars such as Shor, Knoblauch, and Covino, resulting in her formulation of criteria for 

"functional dialogism," which Halasek outlines as including the following: 

• Student writing must be made public.... 

• Students must have a substantial and defining voice in constructing 

curr iculum. . . .  

• The work of the classroom must be informed by a sense of Freirian praxis, of 

reflection and action. 

• The work of the classroom must be defined by a sense of mutual 

understanding and respect 
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• A dialogic pedagogy is also characterized by its epistemology, which "values 

more than objective knowledge and... recognizes that knowledge making is a 

collective endeavor" (193). 

• A dialogic pedagogy is defmed by its insistence on "communicative ethics," 

and its beliefs that ethics can be determined most successfully through 

thorough, open, and "reciprocal critique among groups of people" (200). 

(191) 

It has not been my purpose in this dissertation to explore in detail the pedagogical 

implications of a dialogic ethics of response; nevertheless, I find in Ward's formulation 

similarities between her recommendations and some of the pedagogical practices I have 

suggested. We both view a dialogic pedagogy as an epistemological effort that is 

collective and inclusive of competing vantage points. We also both postulate that 

classroom exchanges in which heteroglossic understandings of discourse prevail will 

result in a pedagogy that is less likely to ignore, reduce, or simplify difference, and we 

agree that ethical behavior is contingent upon how we respond to the other. A dialogic 

ethics of response offers an alternative to monologizing notions of difference and 

paralyzing effects of a positioned subjectivity that seems to suggest moral relativity— 

shifts in emphasis that can serve to revitalize our teaching and writing. I believe that such 

revitalizations are possible, and I hope I have begun to exemplify here how a dialogic 

ethics of response can complement postmodern rhetorical analyses and writing 

instruction. 
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Bakhtin scholar Michael Holquist explains that "dialogism begins by visualizing 

existence as an event, the event of being responsible for (and to) the particular situation 

existence assumes as it unfolds in the unique (and constantly changing) place I occupy in 

it" (47). As writers and teachers of writing, we are called upon often to re-imagine our 

existence, whether as educators in the classroom, as writers defining appropriate 

discourses for our field, or as individual members of various races, cultures, and socio

economic classes needing to act in ways that are responsive to the ever-changing contexts 

in which we live and work. Although we cannot know our future responses in their 

particularity, Bakhtin argues that "we foresee the end; that is, from the very beginning 

we have a sense of the speech whole" (Marxism and the Philosophv of Language 258). 

Let us hope the story ends well. 
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