
A re-reading of the rhetorics of
Thoreau: A case for dialogic teaching

Item Type text; Dissertation-Reproduction (electronic)

Authors Toso, Norman Erec, 1956-

Publisher The University of Arizona.

Rights Copyright © is held by the author. Digital access to this material
is made possible by the University Libraries, University of Arizona.
Further transmission, reproduction or presentation (such as
public display or performance) of protected items is prohibited
except with permission of the author.

Download date 26/05/2023 10:22:19

Link to Item http://hdl.handle.net/10150/290680

http://hdl.handle.net/10150/290680


INFORMATION TO USERS 

This manuscript has been reproduced from the microfilm master. UMI 

films the text directly fi'om the original or copy submitted. Thus, some 

thesis and dissertation copies are in typewriter face, while others may be 

fi-om any type of computer printer. 

The quality of this reproduction Is dependent upon the quality of the 

copy submitted. Broken or indistinct print, colored or poor quality 

illustrations and photographs, print bleedthrough, substandard margins, 

and improper alignment can adversely affect reproduction. 

In the unlikely event that the author did not send UMI a complete 

manuscript and there are missing pages, these will be noted. Also, if 

unauthorized copyright material had to be removed, a note will indicate 

the deletion. 

Oversize materials (e.g., maps, drawings, charts) are reproduced by 

sectioning the original, b^inning at the upper left-hand comer and 

continuing fi'om left to right in equal sections with small overlaps. Each 

original is also photographed in one «cposure and is included in reduced 

form at the back of the book. 

Photographs included in the original manuscript have been reproduced 

xerographically in this copy. Kgher quality 6" x 9" black and white 

photographic prints are available for any photographs or illustrations 

appearing in this copy for an additional charge. Contact UMI directly to 

order. 

UMI 
A Bell & Howell Monnation CompaiQ' 

300 Noith Zeeb Road, Ann Aibor MI 48106-1346 USA 
313/761-4700 800/521-0600 





A RE-READING OF THE RHETORICS OF 

THOREAU: A CASE FOR DIALOGIC TEACHING 

by 

Norman Erec Toso 

Copyright Norman Erec Toso 1996 

A Dissertation Submitted to the Faculty of the 

DEPARTMENT OF ENGLISH 

In Partial Fulfillment of the Requirements 
For the Degree of 

DOCTOR OF PHILOSOPHY 
WITH A MATOR IN RHETORIC, COMPOSITION, AND THE TEACHING OF 

ENGLISH 

In the Graduate College 

THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA 

1 9 9 6  



UMI Ntunber: 9720637 

Copyright 1996 by 
Toso, Norman Erec 

All rights reserved. 

UMI Microform 9720637 
Copyright 1997, by UMI Company. All rights reserved. 

This microform edition is protected against unauthorized 
copying under Title 17, United States Code. 

UMI 
300 North Zeeb Road 
Ann Arbor, MI 48103 



THE UNIVERSITY OF ARIZONA ® 
GRADUATE COLLEGE 

As members of the Final Examination Committee, we certify that we have 

read the dissertation prepared by Erec Toso 

entitled Re-Reading the Rhetorics of Thoreau: A Case for 

Dialogic Teaching 

and recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation 

requirement for the Degree of Doctor of Philosophy 

Suresh Raval 

John Warnock jljlii l'V\yi«^Xv 

Tom Willard 

Date 

Date 

Date 

Date 

Final approval and acceptance of this dissertation is contingent upon 
the candidate's submission of the final copy of the dissertation to the 
Graduate College. 

I hereby certify that I have read this dissertation prepared under my 
direction and recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the dissertation 
requirement. 

Tom Willard -CCY/AA 2.&Oc'T:' 
Dissertation Director / Date 



3 

STATEMENT BY AUTHOR 

This dissertation has been submitted in partial fulfillment of requirements for an 
advanced degree at the University of Arizona and is deposited in the University Library to 
be made available to borrowers under the rules of the Library. 

Brief quotations from this dissertation are allowable without special permission, 
provided that accurate acknowledgement of source is made. Requests for permission for 
extended quotation from or reproduction of this manuscript in whole or in part may be 
granted by the copyright holder. 

SIGNED: 



4 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

ABSTRACT; 6 

INTRODUCTION; TEACHING WRITING IN A CONTEXT OF CHANGING 
THEORIES 7 

CHAPTER ONE; EXPRESSIVIST RHETORICS; DEFINITION, PEDAGOGY. 
AND TERMINISTIC STANCE IN THE READING OmALDEN 25 

The Self, Social Relations, and Roles of Language in Expressive Rhetorics 
Expressivist Readings of Thoreau 25 

Robert BIy as Central Figure in the Mythopoetic Project: An Extension 
of the Expressivist Tradition 33 

Edward Abbey as Expressive Voice in the Desert 38 
Joan Didion and Expressive Tendencies in her views of Writing 39 
A Critique of Expressive Rhetorics 41 
A Sketch of Current Influences of Expressive Writing in First-Year 
Anthologies 42 
Conclusion 49 

CHAPTER TWO; SOCIAL RHETORICS' INFLUENCE ON PEDAGOGY AND 
TERMINISTIC STANCE IN READINGS OF WALDEN 51 

An Example of a Social Rhetoric's Influence on Pedagogy: Kenneth 
Bruffee 53 

W. Ross Winterowd's Stance Toward Expressive Rhetoric 54 
James Berlin's View's of Expressive Rhetorics 59 
Critique of Social Rhetorics 64 
Conclusion 66 

CHAPTER THREE: A CASE FOR RE-READING WALDEN AS AN EXAMPLE OF 
DIALOGIC RHETORIC 67 

Defining Features of Dialogism 68 
An Ethos of Situating, of Context 71 
Contingency in Statement and Counter-Statement 81 
Thoreau's Literacy of Negotiation: A Collision of "Tongues" 86 
Thoreau, Dialogism, and Reality 92 
Conclusion 95 

CHAPTER FOUR: READTNGWALDEN FOR A PEDAGOGY OF CRITICAL 
SUBJECTIVITY 97 

Considering the Problems of a Call to Critical Pedagogy 99 
Thoreau and Critical Pedagogy 104 
Walden and a Rhetoric of Self-Critical Assertion: Another Angle on the 

'Tongues" of Walden 107 
On the Problems Critics Find With Teaching the Personal Essay 116 



TABLE OF CONTENTS-CONTINUED 

The "Mother Tongue" as Neutral Literacy, as "Misrecognition" 
The "Father Tongue" as the Other Side of Silence, of Self-Reflective 

Awareness of Discourse 
Genre and the Development of Self-Reflective Critical Literacy 
Conclusion 

CHAPTER FIVE: IMPLICATIONS FOR TEACHING: WORKING WITH THE 
DISCOURSES OF SELF AND CULTURE 

GLOSSARY 

WORKS CITED 



6 

ABSTRACT 

Reading Walden with an eye for contemporary issues in rheorical and 

composition theory, I contend that this work has much to offer a theory of dialogic 

pedagogy. Dialogic pedagogy advances a view that knowledge is situationally negotiated 

and contingent upon the limitations and exigencies of these situations. A pedagogy based 

on this theory should advance a self-reflective resistance to and critical awareness of 

socially organized knowledge and ideology; it should contribute to student awareness of 

knowledge as an "event" rather than static content. My thesis is that a re-reading of 

Walden can reveal another voice to add to the discussion of such a postmodern pedagogy. 

I read Thoreau as an advocate of an epistemology of qualified, experiential claim. This 

perspective claims a relationship between the authority of experience and that of 

specified, academic professional communities, relying on something like Burke's 

"identification" for rhetorical power rather than perceptions of the "air tight" logic of 

hegemonic discourse. 
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INTRODUCTION 

TEACHING WRITING IN A CONTEXT OF CHANGING THEORIES 

The roots of this dissertation go back to my freshman English classes and run 

through undergraduate and graduate training in rhetoric and how to teach writing. They 

pass through layers of changes in the approaches to teaching that reflect the recent history 

of rhetoric. They run through a context of changing models and theories. The shape is 

circuitous, is fraught with contradiction, and generally parallels paths taken by the field of 

composition studies. 

Specifically, it traces the shift from expressivist models of rhetoric and teaching 

through the early rise of social construction and collaborative learning, ending with an 

examination of the tensions between elements of both in a "dialogic" rhetoric of context and 

negotiation. I trace this path using readings of Thoreau's Walden. This dissertation 

reflects the development of my teaching philosophy and how that philosophy affects how I 

have understood the work of Thoreau. 

To set the stage for this discussion, I would like to illustrate the problems I have 

encountered teaching. I will then use these problems as a springboard to situate the 

specifics of my teaching experience in a context of the developing field of rhetoric and 

composition studies. The problem of how to develop a framework for advancing critical 

awareness of language in composition pedagogy is one ranging across current debates in 

the field. In some ways, these debates seem to be asking the wrong questions, embracing 

and justifying "voice" over "context" or vice versa. I see a need to move beyond some of 

these questions in order to enter a firework of understanding the teaching of writing that 

is more encompassing, a view that considers theories of subjectivity, language, and 
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constructions of reality in the workings of discourse. In other words, to make discourse 

the content may be one means of advancing some of this debate. 

A BACKGROUND NARRATIVE 

Getting to college required that I overcome cultural, financial, and academic 

barriers. For one, the men in my family had worked with their backs, not with their pens. 

They could not understand why, as a college smdent, I chose English as a major. I opted 

to chase words. It didn't fit as either a gender or class choice. The message I got was 

clear. "It's not our place," I was once told, "to talk, or to ask questions." Talk is a 

province of privilege, an expression of rank, and of pretense. The men I knew viewed 

talk, especially talk critical of ways of doing things, with contempt. One of them had a 

large poster in his kitchen which pictured a muscular, sweat covered steel-worker beneath 

the question "What do we need more-engineers or another thesis on Shakespeare?" I 

carried the inheritance and suspicion men have of words and the tricks words can play. 

But, when I stood my ground, their fear and scom turned to a kind of quiet praise, or 

distance, or unwillingness to question when I went to the university to study English. 

They sensed, I think, the power that words can have, even if scorned. 

I had to make myself up as I went along. It was rough going because most of what 

I brought with me as experience had little use. My only guides were sketchy phrases and 

fragments of ideas gleaned from high school English and history classes. I didn't know 

how to do what I had undertaken. In class and in seminars, I played the game of study 

left-handed, handicapped. And I wrote. I was lucky, sometimes, to have had teachers 

who could listen. 

I remember a teacher who asked us to write our experience. I plunged into the 

piece-work done in a truck body factory and the farm labor that had enabled me to pay for 
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the first semesters of college. I wrote the tractors; and I wrote the daredevils who jumped 

from semi-trailer roof to semi-trailer roof to save time, gaining an edge on their wages 

while their bodies risked breaking on the concrete floor twelve feet below. I wrote 

frustration, love, and howling loneliness of questions unasked. 

That teacher heard my voice. She reached across the chasm separating my 

experience from university conventions. She said we needed people to tell their stories. 

We needed people to take a stand, to enter the big talk, the unportant conversations, to 

think, and to convey a perspective built on experience. She was something of a crusader in 

the tradition of Peter Elbow and Ken MacCrorie. 

She was part of a small revolution in the teaching of writing. In the late 1960s, in 

response to the ineffectiveness of teacher-centered, current traditional practices, "process" 

based pedagogy emerged. Peter Elbow and Donald Murray both published textbooks that 

removed the teacher from the position of sole authority. Cognitivists really got the process 

ball rolling with Janet Emig's The Writing Processes of Twelfth Graders which recorded 

processes and protocols of student writers that traditional methods of teaching couldn't 

account for. Much of these innovative techniques drew from theories of orality that had 

been missing from current traditional, measurable, correctness based teaching. Elbow, 

Murray, William Coles, as well as the cognitivists argued for a workshop based classroom, 

and Zoellner argued for a switch from the "think-write" of current traditional methods to a 

"talk-write" of workshop techniques. Yet, this process-based orality, while a response to 

frozen, ineffective methods of teaching, could not answer to larger social calls for "better 

writing." 

Meanwhile, I advanced slowly through the progression of courses required for 

English majors. It had been difficult for me to get this far—my second year as an 

undergraduate at a big midwestem university. The climate of teaching was changing. It 

was moving away from expression, of development of "voice" and toward the "context" of 
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discourse communities. I was aware of tradeoffs. I was getting something—a power of 

words— but I was losing something, some autonomy or sense of community, of place. 

The complexity was exacerbated by the sense I had of entering limbo: being a student. I 

was no longer there, in my background, but neither had I arrived at another "there," as a 

writer or teacher. 

I could no longer rely solely on the stories of experience. The classes required a 

certain expertise in content that I didn't have. It is no wonder that sitting through classes in 

comparative literature, I felt unsuited, unprepared. I didn't speak the language of literature, 

rhetoric, or linguistics departments. The thomy hedges of discourse that held together a 

large English department felt impenetrable. 

It was about then that an article emblematic of the shift, "Why Johnny Can't Write," 

was first published first by Newsweek magazine (Shiels). It served as an indictment of 

many workshop-based writing classes, calling for better forms of evaluation, more 

accountability, better trained writers. The swing away from a pedagogy derived from 

social criticism began to switch to one serving social needs. Kermeth Bruffee's advocacy 

of writing as "intellecmal negotiation" and of knowledge as a "collaborative artifact," 

coupled with Richard Rorty's nonfoundationalism released pedagogy from a larger social 

critique. The point of the writing classroom became one of empowering smdents to move 

from one discourse community to another by learning the codes and conventions of the 

new community. Bruffee, Burke-Lefevre, and others, now freed from any larger 

universals, or meta-community criticism and awareness, pulled away from writing as an 

expression of or creation of a self, and focused instead on learning as the result of 

"consensus." In fact, using the definitions of socially constructed knowledge, the self, 

because the self itself is a social construct, doesn't exist. 

I graduated and went on to teach high school English. I used what I had leamed-

expressivist approaches-as a methodology. Some of the questions about the effectiveness 
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of expressivist pedagogy has roots in my high school teaching, and how it didn't work. I 

was teaching English in a too-large urban high school in the Southwest. A failure and 

victim of bum out, I wanted out of the life world, away from the chaos of the classroom, 

away from the toughs who had as little interest in writing as I had in fist fights. I had not 

taught students to find their voices, ideas, or stories, and my naive notions of joumaling, 

freewriting, and cooperative learning that had delivered me from education classes had 

caved into expedience: keep 'em busy, and don't let them talk. Romance knuckled under 

to district requirements and my own inability. I had become a grammar cop and adversary. 

I didn't like my role, so I was going back. 

I had hoped that smdents would respond to self-discovery, and that they would 

magically "redeem" something of a lost identity through writing. I had not taken into 

account the limitations of language that encase expressive as well as academic writing. 

When Thoreau writes that "The volatile truth of words should continually betray the 

inadequacy of their residual statement," (215) he is warning us to not place too high an 

expectation on even autobiographical writing, even if that writing is, to him, the truest. 

Even personal writing is situated, is rhetorical, is a stance I hear him saying. Yet, 

paradoxically, the word is important, it is the "literal monument" that "alone remains" 

(215). 

The importance of language was not lost on the incoming answers to the 

shortcomings of expressivist pedagogies. Between the time I left the university to teach 

and die time I retumed to smdy rhetoric there had been a change in the guard. As 

mentioned, I had cut my teeth on "expressivist" theories espoused by Peter Elbow, Donald 

Murray, and Brenda Ueland. Expressivist views valued the discovery of "voice," 

strategies like "freewriting," and placed a high value on a sense of self. Critics of 

expressivist teaching, such as David Bartholomae, Kermeth Bruffee, and Patricia Bizzell, 

saw its free associating (voice, self, and pathos-driven practices) as dangerous. 
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insufficiently relative, and apolitical. They posed a counter perspective valuing social uses 

and conventions at the base of a knowledge which was constructed and maintained by 

members of separate communities and disciplines. Where before I had felt excited by the 

theories informing the teaching of writing, I now felt baffled. I wanted to get on the 

socially constracted bandwagon, but the nagging question of the self and roles of the self, 

of somebodiness kept nagging at me. By not enthusiastically buying the new line I found 

myself in the position of reactionary in seminars, accused of defending notions of 

"bourgeois, romantic individualism." 

Yet, here too, something was missing. I jumped onto the uses of language in 

discourse communities. In first-year composition classes, we studied discourse 

conventions, and did collaborative learning as if language practices took place in 

hermetically sealed communities which had little connection to other communities or extra-

community contexts. The realization of these shortcomings hit me one day in 101 class. 

While teaching Martin Luther King Jr.'s "Letter firom Birmingham Jail" to a class of 

unusually recalcitrant English 101 students, I was struck by an unpleasant epiphany. Mine 

was not Emerson's epiphany on the commons. Instead, my focusing evanescence was one 

penetrating through the noise of teaching and graduate school to reveal, in starkest relief, 

my circumstance: a teacher estranged from "out there," the "real," other than university 

world, teaching content estranged from the world beyond the gates. 

While we were reading a passage from "Letter" that I had copied to a transparency, 

some of King's arrangement and terms struck me. Specifically, at the end of the parallel, 

nine "when you..." clauses that answer to the liberal advice to "wait" comes the most 

egregious of injustices: not lynching, nor die sting of names, but something more 

insidious, ineffable, a composite of the sum of political and discursive practices, "the 

degenerating sense of 'nobodiness.'" I was struck by this, because King's "nobodiness" 

named a sense I felt during seminars, a sense that had not yet lent itself to words, but 
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lurked beneath a hazy dissonance. Nobodiness felt like the persona I had been grooming in 

graduate school writing, as well as perpetuating in my teaching. I had left my 

"somebodiness" behind in order to better fit the abstract, thesis-driven discourse of what I 

thought constituted scholarship. 

These were the days when "social construction" was the hot buzz-phrase, and the 

implication it carried was one undoing the expressivist concept of an "authentic self and 

replacing it with academic rigor. This practice stretched form graduate school seminars to 

the 101 classroom. When we looked at "Letter" we weren't considering "somebodiness." 

Rather we were readers looking at a text. We wrote about text and about writing. We 

weren't reading to write. The authority, as we say, was in the text, rather than in the 

reader. The idea was to get students to write academically. The message was one of the 

reading being more important than the writing or what students might bring to the reading: 

the oppositions, empathies, distrust, or ennui. Part of the uneasiness with the goals of this 

discussion lay in the epistemology of early views of social construction. It was one of a 

seamless, organic formation of codes of discourse within closed communities. This view 

did not fit with much of my previous experience. Let me digress. 

The moment or self-critical wondering at the transparency passed, but the ensuing 

crisis of negotiating presentation of professional discourse with the questions of the life 

world continues. I wonder if I am becoming the professor who once cautioned the class to 

"Watch out, or you'll end up like me. One day I was in first grade playing with my 

crayons, the next day I was in graduate school wondering what had happened." The 

prospect is dangerous and disturbing to me because it implies a complete and utter 

dichotomy between what Spellmeyer calls the "life world." What is most disturbing is a 

growing complicity and acquiescence to this split. Perhaps I am on my way to 

approximating the "scholarship boy" Rodriguez cites in his Hunger of Memory, the 

student "piling up knowledge..., received opinions..., acquiring facts rather than handling 
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and using facts." Or Mike Rose's feared fate, described in Lives on the Boundary, of the 

analysis-bound academic chasing the "litde known fact, the lost letter, the lucky fissure in 

language that invites one more special reading." Wallace Stevens, who Rose sees as 

"consumed by the tension between the vital but uncontrollable natural world" and that 

world "crafted and orderly but artificial" (76), could not confine his writing to the narrow 

conventions of the academic. Rose found that he couldn't either and gave up aspirations to 

"scholarly," professional discourse. 

An implication of focusing on discourse communities, such as those of academics, 

is that critique of discourse conventions is replaced with description. Unlike, and perhaps 

in reaction to, expressivist pedagogies which place the individual writer in opposition to 

social demands, socially constructed pedagogies have tended to see discourse communities 

as hermetically sealed, harmonious entities. 

Peter Elbow, ever attending to the issues in composition and to the need to take the 

pulse of those issues, illustrates some of the problem when he considers opposition 

between being a "writer" and being an "acaden[uc" in a recent essay. Elbow cites this 

opposition as emblematic of problems in the larger context of the field of composition 

studies. While Elbow firames his opposition as being a writer or academic, I would like to 

shift the focus to the languages implied by the goals of each. He sees a conflict emerging 

between the two in decisions teachers make about reading. He argues that a writing class 

furthering the language of academics would focus more on reading than writing. He sees 

this as a reflection of control, of who (reader or writer) gets to control the text. An 

implication here is that academics tend to downplay the role of writer, even to the extent of 

"killing him off' (75). The transaction between reader and writer he sees as a site of power 

relations, of a struggle for importance. "Writers," Elbow claims assert "'Readers are not 

my main. Sometimes the audience I write for is me.'" Academics, on the other hand, 

assume that "writers are always thinking about them" (76). 
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Another area of disagreement has to do with sources of material. "Writers" 

according to Elbow, lay claim to a kind of mystery, a kind of knowing, that includes "more 

than they can say" (77), while "academics" tend to limit knowledge to what we can 

"articulate." This disjunction over the definition of knowledge informs authority in the 

different languages. In the first, smdents are given authority, the benefit of the doubt: in 

the second, authority resides in the ability to name which is usually the academic or the 

teacher. A third area relates to the roles of criticism and assertion. The academic critiques, 

finds what's wrong, cites related texts, then asserts, while the writer asserts first and 

qualifies later. The writer values the voice of assertion and perspective; the academic 

doubt and objectivity. Embedded in these dynamics is the role of the smdent. In the 

language of the academic, the smdent writes "up" to a higher authority. In the language of 

the Avriter, she writes across, venturing an assertion. 

While Elbow's categories are usefiil constructs, they minimize the consequences of 

not recognizing political influence on genre. It fails to articulate a discourse of critical 

questioning of the roles of writer and of academic. This opposition between a role of 

writer and that of an academic occurs in a context of a broader debate between social-

epistemic and expressive rhetorics. These rhetorics endorse subjectivities which conflict in 

the field of composition smdies. A number of figures would be worth examining, mainly 

Burke, Barthes, Bakhtin, Bartholomae, Bizzell, or others in terms of exploring the 

negotiation of idealist/ pragmatist oppositions. This dynamic is also a phenomenon in the 

field, subject to political context and influence. Given that writing and the teaching of 

writing happens in a social and historical context, no method of teaching is above criticism, 

antithesis, change, and tension. All forms of discourse legitimize themselves by 

marginalizing other forms. Social construction, in its extreme forms denies any claim to 

transcendental value, because such values are mere constructions of one group protecting 

its interests at the cost of others who are marginalized. 
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The appropriation of views of socially constructed consensus by any institution can 

serve the existing social structure in that it legitimates an ethos of instrumentalism, of 

careerism, of identification with established social relations. It can do this by undennining 

a claim to dissent, to an ethics of self-reflective dissonance with social policy, and a 

decreased acknowledgment of self-reflective resistance and negotiation as playing a role in 

the creation of knowledge. The roles of self-talk within a socially constructed context as 

well as the definitions of knowledge can vary, and, in extreme forms, become polar 

divergences. This type of split recognizes no or little common ground. The 

Barthohnae/Elbow, constructionist/expressive split has shown some of the intransigent 

characteristics of what seems to be a polar gridlock, a standoff between thesis and 

antithesis. This "disensus," while uncomfortable, may be a useful, even emblematic of the 

need of movement toward a theory of knowledge and change in the field of writing. 

By way of qualification, both of these areas have internal variation, a right and left 

that complicates definition. For example the social constructionists contain radically critical 

theorists such as Freire and Ohmaim as well as more moderate, "accommodating" views 

such as those espoused by Bruffee. The expressivist camp, which grew out of radical 

experiments such as Deemer's "happening," a teacherless practice in spontaneity, also 

contains a conservative perspective that defines the self as autonomous, and under siege by 

repressive "group think." 

This pressure to follow the community rules surfaces in the form of a recurring joke 

floating around graduate seminars. It takes place at a conference where all the big names in 

the field have gathered to hear a presentation. Unaware of the taboos of the community, a 

graduate student offers up a naive, unhip comment. Here, the instructor smiles at us, says 

"You could just hear the teeth being sharpened as they moved in for the kill," and follows 

up with a throaty chuckle. Most of the class laughs nervously. We students are thinking 

of the jobs we might or might not get after our training. 
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But the subtexts of the message are what I find most interesting. The rigidity 

implied by the "community's" conformity, its method of handling dissent speaks volumes 

about the assumptions underlying views of self, community, and learning. Both 

expressivist and social constructivist views of teaching seek to empower, to mentor: one 

through finding a self, the other through mastering social codes to gain membership. Both 

the notion of self and of community are static; there is very littie contact, conflict, 

complication, or dynamic interplay between the two. 

My experience teaching high school had shown be some of the dangers inherent in 

uncritically eliciting a "self' into the classroom. Many of those fourteen-year-old selves 

showed up with no intention of dialogue either with me or with the group, but had the 

simple agenda of raising hell. Teaching writing to them didn't work, because writing 

usually involves an "other," a reader, an audience, "omething to say to that audience, and a 

persona who wants to convey some message. We, my smdents and I, never got to first 

base. Nobody even showed up to play— no "authentic selves" anyway. 

The self I have in mind here is one described best by Martin Buber. Buber's Self is 

one capable of conversation, of criticism (both received and offered), and of change. His 

is the self of identification with an other rather than of persuasion, domination, or combat. 

He contends that, within an arena of mutual respect an "I" (self) and a "Thou" (other, 

conununity) can generate a "Between" that belongs exclusively to neither, both is the 

product of both the "I" and "Thou." In my high school classes there was no "I," no 

"Thou, "so it's not surprising there was no "Between." I had the ability. The students had 

the ability. But neither of us had the willingness to engage in the unpredictable, chaotic, 

epistemic phenomenon called dialogue. I pretentiously, patronizingly, and mistakenly took 

on the role of alchemist in the process of student forming. I thought that simply the act of 

writing would work some kind of magic on them, that they would imdergo freewriting, 

looping, doubting and believing and somehow "form." 
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Ironically, I don't think I participated, nor did I listen for questions. I invited only 

the official selves of the students, the selves that submitted to school games. I couldn't see 

that they might want something else, might want their worlds to be different, that they 

might be bumping up against problems I could only guess at, waiting for a "Thou" both to 

listen to them and to challenge them. 

The second problematic term-community-tends to be seen by teachers as neutral, 

apolitical, free from power relations. Teachers' "communities of writers" are viewed by 

constructionists as crucibles where writing conventions are forged, where subjectivity 

gives way to what Foucault would call "truth games." Knowledge of collective 

conventions is seen as leading to "empowerment," but the empowerment can become 

dutiful submission to convention, more a process of accommodation than negotiation. 

Constructionism encourages teaching rules of social discourse, but leaves little room to 

question or to dissent, discouraging a conversation between a self and the group. 

For example, a few semesters ago I was discussing possible dissertation interests 

with a professor. I told him I was interested in exploring the possible pedagogical 

complications and rhetoric of the personal essay. My stand on this, was, I thought, pretty 

clear. The professor responded by dismissing the idea as a petite bourgeois, belleletristic 

holdover and encouraged me to drop the idea. He wanted me to concentrate instead on the 

social uses of the essay. The message underlying this exchange was that I should drop a 

subjective interest and join the group. A corollary being that in order to join the group, the 

field of rhetoric, I should abandon personal interests or give up a personal stake in the areas 

I wanted to study. Dialogue on this subject was stillborn, despite the sense I still have that 

a discussion about a schism between personal and social uses, views, ownership of the 

genre we call essay would have been fruitfiil. 

I don't think that I was right, nor that he was wrong, nor do I intend to contribute 

to contention between the scholarly article and the narrative essay. But I do see a critical 
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weakness in the field of rhetoric, perhaps all disciplines, in how it views language, 

learning, and mentorship. The weakness stems from a rigidity of thought, language and 

conceptual form that discounts the roles of dialogue, dissent, and valuing hierarchy over 

conversation. The line in my graduate program runs something like "Leam the field, 

submit to the rules, then begin to think for yourself and push back the limits." This ethos 

of instrumental expedience undercuts the development of a critical awareness, of 

negotiation of interest and assignment, of connection between identity outside the 

university and that at work within the university. I agree that I need to be aware of the 

structures and conventions governing forms of professional discourse, but I leam them by 

bumping up against them, by translating them into language I can understand, by using my 

experience, my somebodiness, to read them. The smdy of writing, of mentoring, does not 

have to be as unproblematically consensual as it has sometimes felt in my training, but the 

cultivation of conversation is hard work, running against an inertia of expedience and 

career pressures. 

Conversation has tended to be in short supply in both my teaciiing and my 

smdying. The price for its absence is a reification of thought that systematically engenders 

nobodiness. Rigid, ossified, instimtionalized form constimtes the domain of totalitarian 

thought-either of the left or of the right-and is hostile to critical dynamism. The field of 

rhetoric, like most disciplines has a predisposition to frameworks. Instead of seeing 

conversation and knowledge as continually negotiated, we see our understanding as static. 

We don't embrace Thoreau's dictum to see the continual remaking of perspective in every 

passing moment, the "recreating of the world" (208). Innovation comes from resistance; 

conformity comes from submission. Teaching needs to incorporate conversation that 

answers and engages dissent, that moves in the interstice between subjectivity and the truth 

games of various disciplines, learning to not take the forms we have built so seriously that 

they preclude conversation. Thoreau reminds us that are many ways to understand a 
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particular issue. "This is the only way we say; but there as many ways as there can be 

drawn radii from one center" (7). He pushes writers toward an interpretive, negotiating 

model of meaning and understanding. This meaning is continually re-made, in flux, 

dynamic and, like any change, "a miracle to contemplate" (7). 

Pressures of career and publication can overrun rumination on the miraculous, 

however, and conversation-keeping company- with peers, text, and newly negotiated 

identities and discourses can be subsumed by too heavy an emphasis on careerism and the 

professional demands of studying language. Patricia Meyer Specks observes in the MLA 

Newsletter that "graduate students...who concentrate on turning out publishable papers can 

hardly center their attention on broadening and deepening their knowledge" (3). Limiting 

seminar material to an arguable thesis that might serve as a journal article undercuts a wider 

consideration of possible syntheses, of rumination, of exploratory simating. Finding a 

place, "simating" oneself takes time. I doubt I would have stayed the drudgery university 

smdy can become if some mentors had not heard and reached and invited me to join the 

fray, to find the words that I would use to construct a perspective. Conraiunities can be 

understood as being complex, full of holes, disjunction, and contradiction, a flux of 

shifting power relations that can coerce as easily as empower. Constructivists, with all 

their radical leanings seem to forget the potentially life robbing capacity of a collective 

identified with its own rules. Uncritical community membership is not radical, but stifling. 

As teachers we need to recognize the forms language in any community can take, 

but also recognize community imposed limitations, specifically the danger inherent in 

uncritically privileging convention. Through the dynamic understanding some mentors 

have passed on, I have found a way to contend with nobodiness, and continued to extend 

something of a somebodiness. I found traces of a dynamic and self-critical community of 

perspective driven word-craft. I began to believe, perhaps wrongly, that I could leam to 

write without being subjected to a t>Tanny of hiding past experience. 
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A CHANGING LANDSCAPE 

If the polarity between expressivists and constructionists is a case of thesis and 

antithesis, a third strand is forming which could become a new synthesis. Other theorists, 

such as Trimbur, Spellmeyer, are building on the "traditional" expressivists such as Elbow 

and Donald Stewart are pointing out is that there is little place for dissent, resistance, or 

"difference" (in the sense Derrida conveys) in the constructionist scheme. In other words, 

the social constructionists are seen as embracing a view of knowledge that capitulates to a 

fragmented, rigid, hierarchical stracture. Spellmeyer and Trimbur, in particular, draw on 

re-readings of Foucault which describe the episteme not as a coherent body of knowledge, 

but as an activity, always in flux, created by gaps, disjunction, and challenge. In other 

words, the fields and disciplines at the university are being formed by the conversations 

created by the misunderstandings of uninitiated selves (students) whether we like it or not. 

These critics value the contributions social constructionists have made to the 

teaching of composition, the views that knowledge is contexmal, social, and historical, but 

contest the notion that the student's voices have no place in the formation of knowledge, or 

that we as teachers have no concern for the formation of a smdent perspective. They 

include the languages of writer and of academic in the scrutiny of languages and their 

political foundations. But the questions are just beginning. 

So the debate goes on, but I think it is entering a new, problematized domain. This 

new domain is asking teachers of writing to consider a more complicated view of 

knowledge, of the self and the messiness of learning. New questions are on the horizon. 

Unpredictable social forces will contribute to the complication of the questions we ask. 

The points of controversy of struggle, of what Trimbur calls "disensus" seem to be the 

source of the forming questions. We need to listen to them. 



Maybe then we will begin to see "good" writing as dialogic: a context characterized 

by competing "tongues," a context in which the "article" is partly informed by personal 

intention and the "essay" is pardy grounded in implicit (and explicit) argument. Our 

evaluation will include a component of critical discourse, of looking at assumptions, 

received wisdom, and agenda contained within the form and how as a work, the different 

languages are negotiated. The only commitment we can make is to continual discursive 

criticism of the rules at work in text and in context. 

IMPLICATIONS 

When Peter Elbow describes teaching as the "embracing of contraries," as messy, 

as circuitous, and complicated, I nod in agreement. And when Mina Shaughnessy 

describes college as both "beckoning" and "threatening" to first-year students, I think about 

my first days as a freshman at the University of Wisconsin, of wanting to somehow 

"undo" my heritage as son of dirt-farming, truck driving, soldiering Norwegian 

immigrants. I made the mistake of trying to sever experience from learning, of profession 

from personal. As a teacher, I am committed to a view of learning that incorporates and 

honors experience as the foundation of constructing knowledge. I see teaching as a 

paradoxical undertaking, carrying with it a responsibility to prepare smdents for "academic" 

and "professional" writing, of presenting conventions used by "discourse communities" 

along with a process of identity negotiation in which the "life world" is not separated from 

new knowledge, but is incorporated new material. Previous "tongues," lifeworld 

languages contend with new "tongues" through a complex mix of conflict and 
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conversation. These tongues can most fruitfully meet using methods based on a dialogic 

view of language, a view of language as both contextualized and contingent. 

So the question becomes one of defining and describing "contraries," of developing 

a curriculum that teaches the "tongue" at work in the negotiations that go on in the process 

of balancing the "threatening" and "beckoning" of university writing courses. How can a 

college course address some of the demands that stretching a "self to incorporate 

university writing conventions might make? One way might be to make discourse the 

subject. A course that looked at the "voices" influencing a student before he gets to a 

university writing classroom, along with the voices at work in the classroom, and, finally, 

a wrestling with voices that speak from published texts. Writing in such a course could 

become a means to juggle the voices of experience, smdent language, and written texts. 

The "self in such a class would be both discovered and constructed in the writing; the 

presentation would have to adhere to some of the demands of a discourse tradition to be 

comprehensible. The orchestration of such a cacophonous collision would require that 

smdents take a place in the dialogue. 

Getting there from the here of expectations of "personal" writing will not be easy. 

Students tend to separate "personal" writing from "research" writing. In personal writing, 

to them "it all opinion," while research writing involves "the facts." To move to a 

skepticism of the individual voice and of the autonomy of any group of voices to a dialogue 

between the "inner" of subjectivity and the "outer" of singular or plural "other" will require 

an examination of voices in context, in dialogue. 

This "rhetoric" would dynamize the fluid "between" going on in the interstice 

separating readers and writers, teachers and students; it would focus on and highlight the 

negotiation between competing languages, the dialogic opposition between context and 

voice faced by writers, and of the need to gain some control of language as a means to 

explore, construct and animate meaning. This requires facing a fear of uncertainty, of what 
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Thoreau frames as the need to experience "our own limits transgressed." When a writer 

becomes self -aware of her manipulation of language, and begins to see its plasticity, its 

malleability, she begins to speak using Thoreau's "father tongue." Students need to 

realize that language can be shaped to represent various renderings of reality, each 

rendering being more or less "translucent." In the place of complacent certainty, the 

student is handed rhetoric in the sense of both Aristotle and Bakhtin. The smdent 

possesses only "available means of persuasion" in a continually shifting context and can 

only partially represent any "truth." She, Uke any writer, produces knowledge and views 

that are perspectival, and she must both present her views and recognize the limitations 

inherent in them. 

To a university writing teacher, this implies presenting material m a way that will 

allow and encourage students to juggle the demands of learning when and why to choose to 

use the voices of academic and professional discourse while maintaining a connection to 

the authority of past experience. This is necessary because only through explicit 

connection to past experience can students understand that knowledge is perspectival. and 

that their perspectives, in part, govern, contain, and begin to transform their understanding 

of the uses and powers of discourse. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

EXPRESSIVIST RHETORICS: DEFINITION, PEDAGOGY, AND TERMINISTIC 

STANCE IN THE READING OF WALDEN 

This chapter will define some of the governing characteristics of expressive 

rhetorics. Expressive rhetorics have also been called expressionistic, subjective, and 

romantic rhetorics. James Berlin defines them as "shar[ing] a common epistemology: 

the conviction that reality is a personal and private construct" {Rhetoric and Reality, 145). 

This chapter will also present and discuss how several figures representing a tradition of 

expressive rhetorics have read the work of Thoreau. While the work of the selected 

figures tends not to constimte overt histories of expressive rhetoric, it can be read or 

"unpacked" to reveal an expressive line of development. As a connection to current 

pedagogical practices, this line of development wUl be explored in a brief representation 

of how expressive and social rhetorics influence readings in examples of contemporary 

composition anthologies. 

THE SELF, SOCIAL RELATIONS, AND ROLES OF LANGUAGE OF EXPRESSIVE 

RHETORICS 

The readings done by representatives of expressive rhetoric have been put to use 

as foundations for pedagogical practice by such figures as Peter Elbow, Donald Murray, 

Donald Stewart, Ann Berthoff, William Coles Jr. and others. These figures vary widely 

in their presentations of practice, but share broad tendencies. Expressive rhetorics tend to 

share a concem for a discernible "self which is then represented by a "voice." They 
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tend to value experience in the service of invention, emphasizing the role of the personal, 

of "interiority," in the interpretation of experience as well as the making of knowledge. 

Experience can become the subject of reflection because expressive rhetorics tend to 

allow for an intrasubjective site from which to reflect. The controlling rhetorical figure 

of expressive rhetoric is metaphor, particularly "poetic image" and its connection to the 

ordinary happenings of experience. Some practitioners of expressive rhetoric attribute its 

use to spiritual growth or a more earthly "cultivation of soul" (Moore). 

The emphasis expressive rhetoric places on exploring subjectivity is an important 

feature because it centers self-reflexivity as a discursive practice. Writers, in the 

expressive framework, need to cultivate the capacity for self-reflection and self-criticism. 

The perspective of the writer, in other words, is a central and overt feature of expressive 

writing. This centering on perspective creates room for representations of "reality" which 

are, in turn, limited, contingent, and to some degree, a "fiction," or a creation of a 

particular intelligence and imagination. Reality, in other words, is overtly crafted, rooted, 

at least in part, in subjectivity. As Thoreau reminds us, "it is, after all, always the first 

person that is speaking" (1). The expressivist framework seems to recognize and exploit 

the intemality of perspective, and shows it as a complex process of alternately mirroring, 

questioning, doubting, pontificating and struggling to sustain a train of presentable 

thought. This self-reflective capacity turns the writer's attention to internal signals that 

may seem nothing more than vague, even physical, impressions quite beyond the capacity 

to express. Expressive rhetoric explores the ineffable, but sets the ineffable against the 

constraints of social structures and language practices. 

Other characteristics of expressive rhetorics include a tension between the self and 

the social, and a belief that the self can be somehow separate enough, can form a kind of 

platform of subjectivity, a standpoint, from which social codes and discourse conventions 

can be examined enough to compose a critique of those strucmres. 



27 

These characteristics have opened expressive rhetoric to extensive critique by 

advocates of socially constructed views of language who see its aesthetic, personal 

emphasis as elitist and exclusionary. Social rhetorics embrace ideological critique, but 

allow little room for a separation or distance from the noise of culture and ideology. 

There is, in other words, no room for escape from socially determined perceptions. 

Reflection apart from social constraints is seen as a bourgeois construct, a luxury 

achievable only by aristocracy-envying, well-heeled leisure classes. 

These characteristics and critiques will be discussed in greater depth below. The 

critiques, while exposing much that is valid—as well as defining expressive rhetoric 

through critique of it— fail to see similarities between the work of Thoreau and the social 

project of building a case for epistemic, critically aware language practices. These 

similarities will be elaborated in a later chapter, but some of the dynamics at work are 

worth mentioning here. For one, it is somewhat ironic that, while expressive rhetorics 

have most commonly been associated with Thoreau, his work can also be read as 

advancing much of the case historians such as James Berlin claim for epistemic rhetoric. 

Thoreau's critique of social practices and his "situating" of language within a cultural, 

ideological context can be read as a literacy of resistance that concerns itself with 

exploring the relations between writer, reader, and text in ways similar to Berlin's project 

for epistemic rhetoric. As I said, I will pursue the latter point in a later chapter, 

conmienting on it only briefly in this one. For now, I will strive to describe and situate 

expressive readings of Thoreau, discussing the work of writers in an expressive tradition.. 

EXPRESSIVIST READINGS OF THOREAU 

Thoreau shares a great deal with the expressivist project in his laying a claim to 

"awakening," his presenting his work as a testimony to consciousness of both 

surrounding circumstance and uses of language. The expressivist tradition can be traced 
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back through writers interested in both the workings of self-reflection, of psyche, and of 

the oppositions between the interests of the "self' and the conditioning and constraints 

social practices instill. 

Following him is a long tradition of writers that extends into current work in 

nonfiction. Nature writers such as Annie Dillard, Edward Abbey, and Barry Lopez 

demonstrate links to Thoreau's epistemology of attention to experience and to nature. 

Other writers such as Joan Didion and Joyce Carol Oates echo his trust in the self as well 

as the detail of experience. Poet thinkers such as Robert Bly have paid Thoreau the 

compliment of influence and close reading. 

In the practice of these writers, Thoreau's influence still figures prominently. 

Joan Didion and Annie Dillard in particular "insist," as Mary Louise Buley-Meissner 

puts it, "upon the self-expressive and self creative nature of their work" (29). If we can 

define Thoreau's rhetoric as one of "observation, dissent, solitude, and myth making" (4 

Bly), then we can infer a long genealogy of influence on American essayists. But he also 

shows up in the classroom. Recent texts such as Writing From the Inside Out by 

Christopher Bumham, for example, build on the work of Thoreau by including exercises 

on "ethical essays" and journal writing. 

To varying degrees, these writers adhere to the social rhetorician's description of 

them and of expressive rhetoric. These writers argue for the existence of an internal 

awareness that is discoverable through attention to both experience and language, laying 

some claim to a power of poetic metaphor and tie effective political action to a dynamic 

of self-discovery and practice, of retreat to a reflective site and return to the polis. 

Expressive rhetoricians place tend to locate authority outside the domain of constructed 

discourse, but, unlike the social critique of them, they see expressive rhetoric as a 

component of an engaged dialectic with constructed discourse. Like Chomsky's critique 

of the behaviorist view of language, they see that all thought and language cannot be 



29 

accounted for by imitation or discourse convention. In the same way that children 

produce structures that have never been modeled for them, writers can construct 

perspectives, metaphors, and phrasing that is not determined by a particular discourse 

convention. 

The expressive rhetoric "reading" of Thoreau also tends to validate some of the 

social critique in that it bases its foundation upon a complex rhetoric of essence, of some 

knowable "truth," and as a rhetoric of discovery of an authentic self and of a Utopian 

"something else" that lies beyond expressive ability and knowable experience. The 

hostility from the social epistemic camp rests primarily on these claim to an 

transcendental absolutes. To the social-epistemic view, there is no knowledge beyond the 

interactions of writers, readers, and scenes of discourse, beyond an awareness that all 

discourse, beliefs, and understanding as constructions of specific time and place. 

The rhetorical and psychological underpinnings of expressive discourses can be 

extended to and imposed on the work of Thoreau. His emphasis on ethos— on 

subjectivity—with the attendant complexities of reflection have encouraged readings that 

see only a claim to discourses of interiority. Thoreau's subjectivity, one could say, has 

been appropriated and reduced to a monologic manifesto of individualism. The 

connection between self-reflection and the tracing of self-reflective processes to express 

those processes to an "other," a reader, and audience, and how that interchange is 

fimdamental to the negotiation of subjectivity, has been lost. Ethos, as it has been read 

by some expressivists, connects to a notion of soul, the unconscious, and the psyche to 

language. Expressivists tend read Thoreau as proposing a decontexmalized liberation of 

unconscious power. They cite the exploration of a connection between the unconscious 

and the spoken capacity language as the task of human kind. Language becomes a 

means of releasing unconscious power for the individual; language contributes to the 
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release of this power detached from social interactions, struggles, negotiation and 

revision. 

The interiority, or self-reflective ethos, that Thoreau employs, can be seen as 

being emblematic of a relationship rather than a literal representation of a self— 

advocating not solipsism, but a "wonder" resulting from an interaction between internal 

perspective and external sense, what could be called the event in this relational exchange. 

Stanley Cavell describes this dynamic as "the ontological condition of words," of soul, of 

psychology, of poetic, and autobiography (27). Walden, it could be argued, is intended 

to function as a sacred text, a bible of being in the words, of turning amorphous desire 

into language. Thoreau emphasizes the dynamism of this process through his vision and 

portrayal of the nature of the relationship between intuition and expression. This relation 

is one acknowledging and monitoring change in both the internal and external realities, 

of being continually in flux between the two. The result of inhabiting this interstice is 

heightened attention to experience and active participation in change. Like Dewey, 

Thoreau's rhetoric is one based on an appeal to surprise, "newness," of "limits 

transgressed." Dewey writes in Experience and Nature that 

No one discovers a new world without forsaking an old one; no one 

discovers a new world who exacts guarantee in advance for what it shall 

be, or who puts the act of discovery under bonds with respect to what the 

new world shall do to him when it comes into vision. (201) 

Specifically, Thoreau's embrace and advocacy of the relational excludes his work from 

the predictable and places it squarely in the domains of the paradoxical, ironic, and the 

perplexing. He calls for a marriage of desire and necessity, encompassing and addressing 



31 

the dilemma of what Foucault labels as "inclination" and "institution" ("Discourse on 

Language" 215) in which the "I" is situated between inclination, which is vague wanting, 

and the institution, or rules governing discourse. The "I," m the participation of "truth 

games" needs a play between both to answer critical questions of life. Thoreau situates 

much of his discussion in Walden as a relationship between the desires and elan of 

liberation and the exigencies and limitations of necessity. He tries to undercut traditional 

binary oppositions that reduce difference to irreconcilable polarity by constructing a 

relational mumality mediated by language both rhetorical and poetic, material and 

aesthetic. Thoreau presents a relational picture of opposing tendencies in which the 

subjective and internal is connected to the objective and external. Because they are 

connected, change in one effects change in the other. By transforming the subjective, the 

physical, material relations will also be transformed. He emphasizes the becoming nature 

of the creative tension between the external and internal to explore latent desire that has 

not yet been employed in the heightening of experience. 

Unlike Marx, who ultimately proceeds from the material relations of production 

to the transformation of the self, Thoreau posits that material change can be preceded by 

psychological transformation. The criteria for evaluating this transformation reside in a 

difficult to define or quantify quality of experience. Thoreau would have readers replace 

a kind of torpid awareness with one of wonder, what Thoreau calls an "authentic life." 

The progression from torpidness is one that moves from the inner to the external. 

Thoreau's "authentic life" begins in the home of the self and progresses to the collective. 

But the progression is not based on system or on abstraction; rather it derives from the 

local, the known, the near, the ordinary, what social-epistemic critics would call the 

agora, the material. In short, the ethos being modeled in Walden is one concerned with 

the intersection between microscopic necessity of the "here and now" and the "big 

questions," philosophical wondering about meaning and life. 
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This construction of a self in the Thoreauvian tradition can lead to contact with, 

questioning of, and transgression of collective conventional boundaries. Like Marcuse's 

view that the construction of a self with higher expectations will lead to a changed 

society, Thoreau speaks to the domains of possibility, of expectation, of expanded 

horizons. In a similar manner, Marcuse sees subversive tendencies in art, or in what we 

could extend as aesthetic expression, discourse, Thoreau's father tongue. Marcuse argues 

that 

the radical qualities of art, that is to say, its indictment of the established 

and its invocation of the beautiful image of liberation are grounded 

precisely in the dimensions where art transcends its social determination 

and emancipates itself from the given universe of discourse and behavior 

while preserving its overwhelming presence. Thereby art creates a realm 

in which subversion of experience proper to art becomes possible: the 

world formed by art is recognized as a reality which is suppressed and 

distorted in the given reality. This experience culminates in the extreme 

simations (of love and death, guilt and failure, but also joy, happiness and 

fulfillment) which explode the given reality in the name of a truth 

normally denied or even unheard. The inner logic of the work of art 

terminates in the emergence of another season, another sensibility, which 

defy the rationality and sensibility incorporated in the dominant social 

institutions. (Aesthetic!) 

Marcuse sees aesthetic discourse as fundamentally revolutionary, because revolution for 

him, and for Thoreau, seems to reside less in desperation than in rising expectation of 

deepened experience. The epideictic and the poetic uses of discourse can be undei stood 
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in the expressive framework as stretching the domains of experience in ways that expand 

the individual beyond the neat compartments and definitions provided by established 

systems. 

Self-dramatization, or self-construction can be read differendy, as being tied 

closely to language, and to finding a new terminology for re-telling and re-vising a life, of 

smdying expression, of rhetoric. Thoreau informs and builds on this tradition by 

modeling a presentation of a life bigger than actuality, reframed, overtly fictive. 

As will be discussed later, his self-reflective portrayal can be seen as a many-

voiced drama that both resists and belongs to the historical constraints that influence and 

confine him. Although his advocacy of reflection as a search for an inner, truer self can 

be seen as the engine driving his thought, his work can be read as presenting a notion of 

self in ways that subvert it, dissolve it, in favor of something else—a message and a self in 

the making, a self that is capable of both appropriating and reshaping conventions. 

I would like to explore and exemplify what constimtes the central concern of 

expressive prose- what the role of individuals in socially circumscribed limits is to the 

society at large—and how that role shows up in the work of Robert Bly and Edward 

Abbey. 

ROBERT BLY AS CENTRAL HGURE OF THE MYTHO-POETIC PROJECT: AN 

EXTENSION OF EXPRESSIVE TRADmON 

Robert Bly and his contemporaries in work on poetry, psyche, soul, and an 

interior source of expression have expanded Thoreau's influence into the late twentieth-

century. Bly's book for the Sierra Club, The Winged Life, for example observes that 

Thoreau "got rid of the collective expectations projected on him, as the community 

projects on us all, and filled those spaces with more Thoreau—more likes, opinions and 
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original nature" (111). Bly empowers Thoreau with the capacity to transcend "collective 

expectations," and presmnably, sees these as less than desirable, while giving to Thoreau 

the capacity to grow into an "original nature." In other words, Bly portrays Thoreau as 

cultivating the appeal of ethos more than he did an awareness of his audience. Thoreau 

emphasized his internal transformations, his descent "toward the soul" (4). In so doing, 

he became less a writer circumscribed by conventions than one finding his way through 

the contingent and ambivalent power of words. "The most important word," writes Bly 

"is soul....To many Americans in the generation of the 1840s it felt as if the United States 

had fallen into mesmeric attention to extemal, and a shameless obedience to them. The 

swift development of the Northeast, with its numerous factories, its urban workshops for 

immigrants, its network of free acting capitalists, its centralized industry, showed that 

extemal forces can and do overwhelm forces of soul and conscience, changing everyone's 

life for the worse" (3). Soul is the opposite of socially defined achievement. What one 

finds when looking for it, "fanning" it "is not fame, not wages, not friends, but what is 

already in the soul, a freshness that no one can destroy, that animals and trees share" (3). 

Soul is this sense, them is not a thing, or even a place, and it is not "spirit," but is a 

coimectedness to place and experience that Bly calls "awake." 

Tom Robbins contributes his definition of soul as "participation in a divinely 

animated universe" (164), Soul, of course, implies something bigger than the social-

epistemically constructed definition and limitation of knowledge; it implies mystery, an 

"out there," or as Thoreau writes "the universe is wider than our conceptions of it." And 

soul functions as "a piece of hyper spatial software designed explicidy to interface with 

Mystery" (Robbins 164), mystery with a capital "M." 

Bly shows Thoreau's writing to be the result of exploration into the "wildness" of 

both the self and exterior nature. Bly, like many other expressivists, sees interiority as a 

source of invention and indicative of psychological development. Bly structures Winged 
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according to what he sees as Thoreau's "thought life," something of an epic journey. 

Thoreau decides not to live meanly, and endures a "waiting period" (preface) in which he 

finds his voice, cultivates his genius for observation, and finds in wildness his redeemed, 

heightened experience. This emphasis on the psychological, on the "healing" work of 

reflective thought and discourse pushes some of the envelope of expressive rhetoric, but 

is something theorists such as Ann Berthoff and James Moffett believe is worthy of 

additional attention ("Symposium"). Here it is worth mentioning because of the tie-in to 

other thinkers and representatives of an expressive tradition. 

This concept — healing, living more richly and "deeply—" of "soul" has influenced 

other recent scholars and theorists of depth psychology. James HiUman and Thomas 

Moore, for example have done considerable work with the notion of soul. Moore's best 

selling book Care of the Soul embodies many of the characteristics of an expressive 

tradition, particularly with its emphasis on "an application of poetics to everyday 

life"(xix). He, like Coleridge and LA. Richards, invests ttansformational power to the 

faculty of imagination. He writes: 

The twisting of a familiar theme into a shape is sometimes more revealing 

and ultimately more significant than acquiring new knowledge and a new 

set of principles. Often when imagination twists the conmionplace into a 

slightly new form, suddenly we see soul where formerly it was hidden. 

(xix) 

Moore's framework draws heavily from recent work in depth psychology that builds on 

Jungian views of archetype and mythological language. The use of one's unconscious as 

archetypal guide can occur only through time spent in solimde, and the result is a kind of 
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individuation or unique expression of personality. "Art," "poetic image," and "iionoring 

expressions...that foster interiority" (304) all indicate an influence of expressive rhetoric. 

James Hillman, mentor of Thomas Moore and innovator, theorist, and advocate of 

depth psychology, seems to extend and advocate much of Thoreau's views on self, soul 

and language. As has been developed above, the self for Thoreau is not a thing, but a 

relation, or as Stanley Cavell puts it, "...Walden's phenomenological description of 

finding the self, or the faith of it, is one of trailing and recovery; elsewhere it is voyage 

and discovery. This is the writer's interpretation of the injunction to know thyself. His 

descriptions emphasize that this is a continuous activity, not something we think of as an 

intellecmal preoccupation" (53). Cavell goes further, and sees the self as located in the 

sad, the brooding, and the melancholy—the dispossessed and pathological. Thoreau 

descends into these areas of gray, of shade, of night, of shadow, of descent. Walden has 

been read as an account of mourning, of existential embrace of the contingent (Cavell). 

In a similar vein, Hillman, in "On Psychological Language" contends that "The damaged 

and freakish figures who emerge from our complexes...are dynamic, and their 

pathological detail is a goad to vivacity and insight. They are the active agents of the 

imagination, its vanguard, leading to profounder psychological insights. The entire field 

of depth psychology began in psychopathology " (Puer Papers 66). Language, for 

Hillman, like Thoreau, is seen as the means to address the pathologies. "Likewise for 

soul: the bridal chamber [puer and psyche] intensifies the brooding, gives it heat and 

pressure, building soul from amorphous clouds into driving needs. And these by the 

benefit of puer, become formulated into language. There is a sense of process, direction, 

continuity within one's interior life of dreams and wishes. Suffering begins to make 

sense" {Puer Papers 68). And it makes sense because soul interfaces with the 

impermanence of perceptions, experience, even life itself. Soul can be seen as the faculty 

for coimecting to the cyclical nature of living and dying. It is something like Henepola 
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Gunaratana's view of "mind" when it is mindful in that mind watches and scrutinizes the 

passing of thoughts, words, and actions {Mindfulness in Plain English). 

This move toward soul has been analogous to a move toward "awareness" by 

American nature writers. Scott Slovic, for example, in his work on American namre 

writing cites a common thread of autobiographical self construction coupled with namral 

histories, descriptions and circumstance. Writers such as Annie Dillard, Edward Abbey, 

Wendell Berry, and Barry Lopez all illustrate a common commitment to developing 

awareness. A genealogy of sorts is traced back to Thoreau. Slovic credits Thoreau with 

both influence and example. "For all these contemporary American nature writers, the 

prototypical literary investigation of the relationship between nature and mind is 

Thoreau's journal" (5). Slovic, of course, qualifies the nature of awareness as problematic 

and many faceted, stating that the terminology various writers use takes different forms, 

but that the dynamic remains. 

Nature writers are constantly probing, traumatizing, thrilling, and soothing 

their own minds-and by extension those of their readers-in quest not only 

for consciousness itself, but of an understanding of consciousness. There 

descriptions of this exalted mental condition tend to be variable and 

elusive, their terminology more suggestive than definitive. Thoreau 

himself (drawing on classical sources and daily cycles for his imagery) 

favors the notion of "awakening"; Dillard and Abbey use the word 

"awareness" to describe the state, though for Dillard such activities as 

"seeing" and "stalking" are also metaphors for stimulated consciousness; 

Berry, at least in his major essay "The Long Legged House" (1969), 

emphasizes "watchfulness" as the condition of profound alertness; and for 

Lopez, two complementary modes of understanding namral places, the 
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"mathematical" and especially the "particularized" (or experiential)~serve 

as keys to mental elevation. (3) 

Edward Abbey, in particular, has referred to Thoreau as mentor, predecessor, and guide 

to both his philosophy and his writing. 

EDWARD ABBEY AS EXPRESSIVE VOICE IN THE DESERT 

Abbey shares Thoreau's critique of social relations as "mean living" in a characteristically 

bawdier term for the social as "syphilization." Abbey also condenms writing motivated 

by publication, driven by audience, distinguishing his work as not a career, but a 

"passion." 

Fueled in equal parts by anger and love. How can you feel one without 

the other? Each implies the other. A writer without passion is like a body 

without a soul. Or even more grotesque, like a soul without a body.... I 

stand by and upon the central meaning of my words. There is a middle 

way. You do not have to write endless disquisitions about suburban 

hanky-panky, Toyota dealers, self-hating intellectuals, male mutilation, 

lesbians in bearskins, to live happily as a writer in America... What is 

both necessary and sufficient-for honest work-is to have faith in the 

evidence of your senses, and in your common sense. To be true to your 

innate sense of justice... Read Walt Whitman, Mark Twain, Henry 

Thoreau, Jack London... to honor life and praise the divine beauty of the 

world, (xiv-xv) 
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The existence of an external reality knowable by "evidence of the senses" and an interior 

"common sense" coupled with an "innate sense of justice" that can escape the social 

norms of popular novels characterizes Abbey's work as expressive. The engine activating 

this paradigm also serves as its outcome. Mainly that Abbey, like Thoreau is after 

wonder, after "living a life fiiU of wonder" (287). Abbey advocates "quality" of 

experience and sense as a source of material for writing. The quality precedes the 

expression and is not, is his scheme, created by language. It comes from within and 

without. The "out there," in contrast to Berlin's description of expressivist rhetoric as 

"viewing the material world [as] only lifeless matter," is, to Abbey, "a kind of living 

being" (287). To understand this living being, he says, "requires a science with room for 

more than data and information, a science that includes a sympathy for the object under 

smdy, and more than sympathy, love. A love based on prolonged contact and interaction" 

(287). The implication, of course, is that Abbey leaves the universe of created by social 

rhetorics and lays claim to exploring a nature that is more than his perceptions of it and 

innate, pre-existing site from which to base resistance to discipline, authority, and 

institutions. 

Abbey, then, like Thoreau, can be seen as resisting some of the reduction of 

Berlin's definition of expressionist rhetoric, while embodying may of the characteristics 

Berlin identifies. He is unappologetically overt in the influence he attributes to Thoreau 

on his thinking and writing, but other writers following an expressive tradition 

demonstrate an influence that is more covert. 

JOAN DIDION AND EXPRESSIVE TENDENCIES IN WRITING 

Joan Didion, for example, in "Why I Write," claims that the writer is always, 

inescapably a force in the text, that ethos is inevitable, unsure, and consistently intrusive. 
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Like Thoreau, she pays attention to detail and advocates a personal voice as a political 

statement Her generation, she says, is "distrustful of political highs," convinced "that 

the heart of darkness lay not in some error of social organization but in man's own 

blood." She presents the interior, the psychological, as political implying that political 

change rests, in part on inner change, and is suspicious of social movements that do not 

address interior change. "If I could believe that going to the barricade would affect man's 

fate in the slightest, I would go to that barricade" (Anderson, Style 166) She echoes 

Thoreau's comments in his journal; 

I must confess I have felt mean enough when asked how I was to act on 

society, what errand I had to mankind... I know no riches I would keep 

back. I have no private good unless it be my ability to serve the public. 

(Journal 1,28 qtd. in Burkett 6) 

Hers, says Chris Anderson of Didion, "is an apolitical and moral philosophy rooted in 

skepticism toward abstractions." Didion holds the "concrete" in high esteem and views 

"abstraction" with distrust, but this dynamic does not exclude the possibility of political 

thought or consequence to her writing. "Her characteristic strategy," Anderson notes, "is 

to reflect on contemporary life from the standpoint of her own experience or to engage in 

autobiographical narrative which ultimately leads to conamentary on the social problems 

of our time." (142) 

Didion, like many other contemporary essayists continues to push the envelope of 

the precarious relationship between personal perspective and social issue to its edges. 

She, like Thoreau, presents a paradoxical persona—at once asserting and qualifying, 

opening the possibility to readers of negotiated identification. "Along with E.B. White 
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and George Orwell in the twentieth century, Didion fiilfills the tradition of Montaigne: 

She is tentative and exploratory; she sees her personal experience as an index to larger 

issues and social problems. What commentary does exist is terse, highly qualified, often 

an explanation of why any definitive interpretation is impossible in the context of 

contemporary experience" (143). 

Bly, Abbey, and Didion, in various ways, expand and continue an expressivist tradition. 

They share several perspectives on writing. These figures share a valuing of interiority as a 

source of perspective in writing. They privilege perspective and voice as indicators of "good" 

writing. Some of the notions of the "self' contained in this interiority, however, fail to elaborate 

on the roles of languages in shaping and changing the "self." Below, I will discuss some of the 

shortcomings of expressive rhetorics and their application to pedagogical practices. 

A CRITIQUE OF EXPRESSIVE RHETORIC 

In the same way that social-epistemic views of rhetoric privilege convention, argument, 

and postmodern indeterminacy as the way to write and to learn to write, expressive views fail to 

critique locations of their own authorities. Simply put, the expressivist assertion that non-

academic writing was somehow "authentic" put students in the position embracing another set of 

codes uncritically and of opposing formal convention in ways that fail to question and reposition 

students within a discourse practice. The positionality of the personal essay, of "resistance," 

contains conventions, power relations, and criteria for evaluation as rigid as academic 

conventions, if 180 degrees from academic writing on the "personal"/"public" continuum. The 

expressivist "process" influence set composing in an innate historical vacuum of apolitical 

discourse. Expressive rhetoric, if separated from its positionality, can lead to a tyranny of the 

aesthetic, depoliticising the act of writing. Adopting the formless informality of expressive 

writing, particularly in the form of the personal narrative, may overlook the "situatedness" of the 
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personal essay as a form of discourse shaped by a particular context. The personal narrative 

essay, like any form of discourse must be embedded in a political context, seen as culmral 

product, carrying with it certain purposes, strengths, and shortcomings. 

The rhetoric of Thoreau, for example, can be read as a kind of epideictic, self-

examination of past experience for use in particular rhetorical, "transcendent" contexts such as 

religious retreats, or uses of therapeutic discourse such as Freud's "talking cures." In many 

ways, this type of discourse can be seen as reinforcing a rhetoric of identity. The "personal" of 

the personal narrative deals with these questions of ontology, of literary, while the "narrative" is 

the rhetorical, the constructed, the contextualized. While valuable to the first-year composition 

curriculum, the personal essay cannot be elevated above other forms of discourse because of an 

inherent power, without a critique of cultural and ideological structures and context. In other 

words, the personal narrative, or expressive writing can not escape cultural analysis and must be 

portrayed as "circumscribed by economic and editorial factors" (Haefner 128) even if essays in 

question treat transcendent themes. In short, non-academic forms reinforce and reify social 

relations in their claim to autonomy from them; embedded in them are certain ideological 

structures functioning rhetorically and purposively in ways similar to (but not equal to ) those of 

formal discourse. Teaching expressive rhetoric without a contextualizing, culmral analysis can 

tacitly submit to a view of ideological formation as "natural." An expressive poetic without a 

rhetorically aware "simatedness" or recognition of political constructs can be dangerously 

deceptive to students. 

What some of these representatives of expressive rhetorics fail to recognize in Thoreau's 

work is a sense of parody, of irony, of his not taking as seriously as his readers might the 

unproblematic content of his assertions. Thoreau's use of language can be read doing what 

Gerald Graff in Literature against describes as "deconstruct[ing] itself by calling attention 

to its own fictiveness and undecidabUtiy" (178). Joyce Carol Gates recognizes some of this in 

her chapter, in Woman Writer, "Looking for Thoreau" when she describes him as the "supreme 
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poet of doubleness, of evasion and mystery" (152). She sees, on one hand, a literal "self that is 

"true," "inward," "secret," and "inviolable" while she qualifies this "self' as a "lens through 

which the world is perceived, and as the world shifts on its axis... the prismatic lens itself shifts" 

(154) on the other. Oates sees a wrinkle in Thoreau's writing that recognizes its fictions and 

metaphors, but stops short of unpacking the parodic complexity and significance of multiple 

languages in his work. She reacts to his stated stance on sensuality. "Though a radical thinker in 

so many other regards," she writes "Thoreau is profoundly conservative in these matters, as his 

conventional trope of Nature as "she" suggests" (161). She describes his view of both nature and 

of language as "fundamentally religious" and containing "classic misogyny" (161). Oates, while 

advancing in the direction of a complicated reading of Thoreau's work, credits it with a 

consistency and opaqueness that it may be read as resisting. 

The expressivist project and its reading of Thoreau, then, may embrace unproblematic 

uses of "self and language the work of Thoreau. But an examination of expressive rhetorics can 

contribute to an understanding of how subjectivity can function within a dialogical context of 

writing. A dialogical, contextual understanding of discourse includes both notions of 

subjectivity—the interpretive domains of texmality—and an emphasis on social relations in the 

formation of knowledge. 

A SKETCH OF CURRENT INFLUENCES OF EXPRESSIVE WRITING IN FIRST-

YEAR ANTHOLOGIES 

Expressivist epistemology continues in many forms of both popular culture and 

university pedagogies. "New Age" and Eastern, particularly Buddhist publications, 

continue traditions of subjective, meditative uses of language and writing, along with 

expressive textbooks. Even a cursory survey, however, reveals an unproblematic, binary 

division between "self and "social." The textbooks convey a continuing split in the field 
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of composition studies, and how those studies inform writing textbooks, a split that 

dramatizes the unwillingness or inability to convey complex notions of a socially 

negotiated and expressive "self' in textbooks. Textbooks tend not to emphasize the 

subjectivities at work in social contexts. 

A complete survey of these publications is beyond the scope of this discussion, 

but I will examine some representative samples to illustrate the dynamics of expressive 

rhetorics. I will briefly examine both a reader and a rhetoric that could easily be used to 

constimte the textbooks for a first-year writing course. I will look first at the 

complement, if ,in title only, to The Presence of Others— an anthology for composition 

classes, edited by Andrea Lunsford and John Ruszkiewicz, The Writer's Presence, edited 

by Donald McQuade and Robert Atwan. Of course, neither of these texts consists 

exclusively of an expressive or constructive rhetoric, but rather they each emphasize a 

tendency to weight commentary and writing assignments more heavily toward the 

expressive or constructive. In contrast to Others, Writer's leaves what Others labels as 

the domain of "excellence" where "not genius, not divine inspiration, not even good, old-

fashioned hard work" determines good writing, but "others" {Others, v), and enters one 

where a "distinctive intellectual 'signature'...marks all memorable writing" {Writer's, iii). 

Instead of recurring terms such as "conversation," "others," "participation," "groups," 

Writer's invokes "identity," "vision," "originality," "idiosyncrasy," and adjectives such as 

"firesh," "distinctive," "independent." The text also emphasizes the flexibility and vision 

of the individual teacher, encouraging "the instructor to experiment" (vi). 

Writer's celebrates voice on the page and perspective— ethos— while Others 

emphasizes /ogos, or a view of critical writing that is highly socialized, convention-

driven, and syllogistically reasoned. The tone of these two texts varies slightly but 

significandy. Selections in Writer's, for example, tend to question established orders, to 

stand apart from them. Others, by contrast, tends to select pieces that present an 
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accommodation to social structure. Using selections by bell hooks in each text as an 

illustration, one can see these differences. Others presents a "both/and" (124) piece in 

which hooks reconciles some of her home life with the demands of university work. Her 

conclusion to this piece asserts that "Education as the practice of freedom becomes not a 

force which fragments or separates, but one that brings us closer, expanding our 

definitions of home and community" (135). 

In Writer's, however, hook's essay, while it still focuses on the nature of class and 

systems of domination, is more compatible with notions of inner work, personal roles in 

systems constructed on foundations of domination; she argues for an increased "critical 

consciousness" (485). The conclusion is similar to that of her work in Others in that she 

presents a picture of unity, but different in that she paints a view of the transformed 

subject as a precondition for unity and conversation. She writes. 

That aspect of feminist revolution that calls women to love womanness, 

that calls men to resist dehumanizing concepts of masculinity, is an 

essential part of our stmggle. It is the process by which we move from 

seeing ourselves as objects to acting as subjects. (489) 

Even the subtitle, "A Transformational Politic," implies a psychological component, a 

resistance against established politics and ideologies. 

hook's piece in Writer's is interesting dialectically in a digressive context as well. 

Her argument mcludes a call to men to actively "resist dehumanizing concepts of 

masculinity," and that we "heighten our awareness, deepen our compassion, intensify our 

courage, and strengthen our commitment' (489). This invitation to men to question that 

which is dehumanizing raises questions of what constitutes "human." This is a critical 

move, implying that existing systems require intensified critical evaluation, that, perhaps. 
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they exist as much to alienate as to create "humanness." This possibility, specifically the 

formation of a "men's movement" that raises such questions seems to be rejected by 

conmientary in Others. 

An excerpt taken from Iron John, written by Robert Ely (a descendant of a 

Thoreauvian rhetoric), is roundly criticized by co-editor John J. Ruszkiewicz. The 

introspection and "remembering relationships" encouraged by Ely has resulted in what 

could be described as an movement built on expressive rhetoric. Ruszkiewicz contends 

that "Men need a men's movement about as much as women need chest hair...The only 

time I have ever doubted [Andrea Lunsford's (co-editor)] judgment was after she 

recommend I read Robert Ely's Iron John." (368). His reaction seems to be based on a 

hostility to the notion that men could be alienated in a patriarchal culture, and that 

liberation is only the domain of more institutionally marginalized groups, and can only be 

external acquisition of political power. Beneath this, and more germane to this 

discussion, is a hostility to what Ely describes as an innately repressive character of 

"...communes, corporate offices...in fact any group" (361). Ely, in his essay, undercuts 

some of the theoretical foundation of Others , particularly its socially-constructed ethos. 

A look at a writing text derived from expressivist traditions reveals more of the 

emphasis on internal dynamics that occur during composing processes. An extreme 

example of this influence is Writing From the Inner Self, (1994) by Elaine Farris Hughes, 

but could easily include Writing Down the Bones by Natalie Goldberg, If You Want to 

Write by Erenda Ueland, Writing From the Inside Out by Christopher Bumham, or more 

familiar work by Peter Elbow, Ken MacCrorie, or William Coles. 

Inner begins with "All writing begins with the self, with the moment when 

you dip into yourself-your memories, feelings, body sensations, observations, and 

imagination—and decide to bring something new into existence. Once you have 

discovered this continuous and fertile source within you, writing will become a never-
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ending surprising adventure" (xi). The internal as the source for material, for "feelings" 

in particular, the role of the imagination, the notion of "new" and "firesh," of absolutes 

and "adventure" all contribute to qualify Inner Self as an expressive rhetoric. Exercises in 

the book are heavily weighted toward invention based on meditative discovery of 

material, of conscientious observation and journal keeping. The self here is not 

complicated as a site shifting discourses, nor is it particularly dramatistic, or aware of 

itself as actor and observer. 

Notions of audience, form, and contextual formation are almost non-existent. 

"Sometimes you'll have an automatic audience~a poem written to someone you love, a 

letter to a friend. However, many times you will have zero audience" (186). The point, 

according to Hughes, is to write because there is a "burning need" (186) generated from 

within. Exercises are primarily reflective, based on specific experiential prompts, such as 

a "Seven Year Inventory." This particular assigiunent, like expressivist readings of 

Thoreau, assumes that we live within cycles or seasons. 

The expression 'seven year itch' no doubt sprang from the fact that every 

seven years we shed our old skin and get a new one, and it has become a 

metaphor for the instinct to move on—to get out while we're or boredom 

strikes...life has a way of arranging events so that we experience a namral 

cycle of begiimings and endings. (75) 

Not only does the content echo Thoreau, but the process prescribed by the exercise also 

parallels some of that of Thoreau's. One meditates, creates, and revises experience to 

correspond to "natural" cycles. 

Interestingly, most of the expressive texts are used at the junior college level and 

seem to be written by teachers at two year colleges. Expressive rhetorics seem to exist in 
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the lower rungs of university hierarchies. This dynamic may a subject of further research, 

but suggests a structuring of rhetorics that privileges the expedience and accommodating 

dynamics of social constructive pedagogies, particularly those which emphasize language 

conventions as a marker of social groups or discourse community membership. 

The marginalization of expressive discourse and some of the current disfavor of 

the personal narrative essay reveals some of the political advantage of social rhetorics. 

Much of the hostility directed at the personal narrative essay seems to be grounded in a 

fallacious connection to a culture of solf-fulfiUing confessional writing. This kind of 

confession is concerned with preserving-even aggrandizing—a "self while it recounts 

"acmality." A personal narrative essay, on the other hand, can be seen as undercutting 

notions of an integral "self in favor of a perspective, a persona, and admits to its fictive 

construction. Joan Didion, for example, in "On Keeping a Notebook" asserts: 

So the point of my keeping a notebook has never been, nor is it now, to 

have an accurate factual record of what I have doing or thinking. That 

would be a different impulse entirely, an instinct for reality which I 

sometimes envy but do not possess.... for not only have I always had 

trouble distinguishing between what happened and what merely might 

have happened, but I remain unconvinced that the distinction, for my 

purposes, matters. (49) 

What does matter to the writer of a personal narrative essay might well be what works 

with an audience in mind. In this way, it is a very socially governed, if personally 

informed, document. 

In a later chapter, I will discuss some of the rhetoric of the personal narrative 

essay, complicating popular "confessional" notions. Some of Lhe hostility toward the 
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form may have less to do with its attributed solipsistic tendencies and more to do with its 

undercutting of notions of authorial voice and its leveling of material to lived experience-

-a content shared both by instructors and students. Perhaps more threatening than the 

lack of audience, argument and authority to an administrative status quo, in other words, 

might lie the essay's claim to artful construction, reminding us that all discourses might 

share some of this. This opens a door to critical analysis of even "scientific" and 

"professional" discourse as being included under the blanket assertion "it's all rhetoric" 

determined by specific interests, social relations and contexts. 

Despite this wide-reaching potential of the personal narrative essay, most 

anthologies advocating expressive rhetoric seem to underplay political contexts of 

personal writing. They do not seem to advance a complex understanding of the epistemic 

capacity of expressive rhetorics, of the roles self-reflection can play in the social 

formation of knowledge. 

CONCLUSION 

Expressive rhetorics, then, resist the reduction critics impose on them, but fall 

short of stretching conceptions of self-reflection, agency, and personal writing to 

encompass dialogic context and relations forming discourse. They do, however, offer 

some insight into questions of situatedness, conceptions of self, and ethics in the social 

construction of knowledge. 

While expressive rhetorics do not answer all the questions facing university 

writing programs, they do represent an established body of work influencing the teaching 

of writing. Some theorists within the tradition of expressive rhetorics have begun the 

work of exploring some of the particulars inner, reflective, metaphorical influences on the 

formation of knowledge and the complex dynamics of writing. They sometimes draw on 
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works related to meditation, depth psychology, and poetics as a language of "healing" and 

"soul." While full application of these techniques to real advantage ("success" at 

meditation alone might take a lifetime), the goal of expressive rhetorics as one of self-

knowledge and formation in tandem with social sympathies is a worthy one. Expressive 

rhetorics' emphasis on subjectivity situate knowing on perspective, vantage point, and on 

discovering and exploring that "situatedness." Expressive rhetoric and its focus on 

interiority, of overtly portraying subjectivity should not keep it from consideration as an 

influence of composition curricula. 

If for no other reasons than these, many of the contributions of expressive 

rhetorics can make to theories of knowledge formation should be included in the 

dialogues surrounding emerging rhetorics. Using Thoreau as a figure who both 

advocates and complicates notions of expressive rhetorics might provide some 

connection to social-epistemic objectives and motivations. After all, we caimot exempt 

ourselves as rhetoricians or teachers from interactive, intersubjective, and reflective 

criticism of language theories and pedagogies. All systems and theoretical constructs 

arising in the fields related to rhetoric undergo the same risk and construction students 

must undergo in our classrooms. In order to keep rhetoric from imposing a truth, while 

enabling truths to be evoked through rhetoric, and that forms and personae of discourse 

determined by purposes and contexts are constituted by rhetorics, we may need the 

resources and insights of expressive contributions to dialogic discourse. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

SOCIAL RHETORICS' INFLUENCE ON PEDAGOGY AND TERMINISTIC STANCE 

IN READINGS OF WALDEN 

If we can characterize expressive rhetorics as confined to internal musings and 

concerned primarily with discovery and formation of a self, then social rhetorics can be 

viewed as a counterpart. Within social rhetorics, concern for a self is replaced by an 

interest in the social structures and how those social structures construct knowledge and 

reality. Specifically, the processes of social interchange become the boundaries of 

knowledge and reality. Social rhetorics concern themselves primarily "with exphcating the 

process by which people come to describe, explain, or otherwise account for the world" 

(266 Gergen). 

Social rhetorics and the social constructionist movement are concemed with 

questions of ideological analysis. They move the arena of investigation out of the realms of 

text, grammar, even clarity of expression, and place it firmly in the highly contested and 

protected domain of social practices. They concentrate on social practices because there is 

where knowledge is made. Social rhetorics contend that there can be no direct experience 

of the world, because experience itself is dictated by the constraints of social discourse. An 

implication of this premise is that objective observation is not possible, and that categories 

formed by "observation" are always problematic, reflective more of social conditioning 

than any mere "fact." How we understand the world, in other words, is a social artifact. 

Knowledge, then, is not timeless or right, but is historically situated. Because it is so 

situated it is subject to critique and alteration. 

In the pure, theoretical form, critique of ideological structures is one of the prime 

fimctions of social rhetorics. As we will see, however, application of these theories to 
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pedagogical practices tend to stress the social forms of language, emphasizing description, 

rather than following through on the theoretical necessity of critique. 

Social riietorics stress the primacy of language in constructing reality. In addition, 

language serves as a complex vehicle of social code, authority, and power relations. 

Language in this framework is incapable of representing a universal "truth". It instead 

conveys and shapes a reality that is always contingent and contextualized. Reality, in other 

words, is contained in the shifting sets of rhetorical relations. 

Social rhetorics share the view that knowledge is constmcted through rhetorical 

activity. Knowledge, according to Michael Leff, is intrinsically dependent upon rhetoric in 

that rhetoric" involves not only the transmission, but also the generation of knowledge" 

(75). Knowledge, then, is the product of rhetorical contact rather than being empirically 

verifiable. James Berlin in Rhetoric and Reality contends that knowledge "emerges ... 

from individuals engaging in rhetorical discourse in discourse corrmiunities - groups 

organized around the discussion of particular matters in particular ways" (166). 

The rise of social rhetorics out of postmodem critical theory promised a critical 

examination of the stmctures of discourse and ideological formation in a way that would 

serve as an altemative to what social constructionist view as the "politically neutral" and 

"individualist" practices of current-traditional and expressive rhetorics. In short, social 

rhetorics have striven to connect composition and the study of discourse to day to day 

interactions within institutions laden with hierarchical relations. 

In practice, however, social rhetorics have gone long on description of social 

structure and hierarchy, but have come up short on critique. The theories forming the base 

of the social construction movement have not really transformed the teaching of writing. In 

"Reading the Qassroom," for instance, Patricia Donahue and Ellen (Juandahl note that 
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theory is applied to composition in order to correct the flaws of each. While theory 

is valued for its abstractions, it is also criticized for its inaccessibility and resistance 

to practice. And while composition is praised for its attention to method, it is said 

to lack a coherent concepmal system and a stable disciplinary center. The solution 

seems simple: apply theory to composition. The composition classroom can then 

be used to provide theory with substantial and concrete proof of its arguments, and 

theory can be used to provide composition with a substantial metadiscourse, the 

means to explain itself.... When theory is discussed and then illustrated with a 

classroom exercise or when a classroom practice is theoretically justified, theory 

and composition remain unaffected by each other. (5) 

Applying a theory as complex as that of social construction to classroom practice will take a 

while. Initial teachers and historians in rhetoric and composition have too quickly 

naturalized and domesticated strands of social construction in ways that miss the depth and 

complexity that such a theory deserves. Instead of undertaking a self-reflexive, self-critical 

stance toward teaching practices, these figures have tended to embrace the idea of social 

constmction while attacking traditional and expressive theories. In other words, the 

framework of social constmction is not a substitute for the practice and interpretation of 

social structure. Kenneth Bruffee, Ross Winterowd, and James Berlin all, in different 

ways, I believe, miss the point of practice in their adherence to a broadly defined social 

constructionist framework. 

SOCIAL RHETORIC APPLIED TO PEDAGOGY: KENNETH BRUFFEE 

Theorists and historians such as James Berlin, John Trimbur, and Patricia Bizzell 

have all argued for the connections of social riietorics to cultural studies and critique. 

However, it is Kenneth Bruffee who has most influenced pedagogical practices grounded 
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on social rhetorics. Bruffee has developed both a conception of social rhetoric and an 

elaborate application of it to teaching. He defines knowledge in "liberal education" as a 

"collaborative artifact" (103) that is the result of "intellectual negotiations" (107). His 

emphasis on both the theoretical and pedagogical make him an interesting case for 

examining how theories of social Aetorics are applied to pedagogical practices. 

Bruffee's appUcation of social rhetoric contains both an element of critique of 

authority and of a harmonious view of community. His support for social rhetoric was 

derived from an anti-authoritarian model of community that sought to explode notions of 

autonomous, rational individuality. This critique of the autonomous individual grew out of 

the anti-war movement and was suspicious that any notion that an autonomous self could 

consciously and independently leam or make decisions. 

"Bruffee's formulation of collaborative learning in the early 70's," according to 

John Trimbur," offers an implicit critique of the culture of the classroom, the sovereignty 

of the teacher,... the intellectual hoarding encouraged by the traditional reward system, 

and the wider meritocratic order in higher education" ("Critique" 605). Instead of this 

independent competitive view of learning, Bruffee asserts " when we leam something ... 

we leave a community that justifies certain beliefs in a certain way and join another 

community that justifies other beliefs in other ways" ("Liberal Education" 105). Not only 

does Bruffee react against notions of autonomous individuality, but places learning in 

proscribed, harmonious discourse communities. He redefines learning as a shift in 

relations with others and gives litde attention to internal reflection, resistance, or roles 

subjectivity plays in negotiating knowledge. 

Bruffee borrows Richard Rorty's term "conversation" to describe the dynamic role 

language plays in social formations of knowledge. This term presents knowledge as 

arising from self-contained and harmonious interactions within finite communities. 

Knowledge in this framework, is seen as "consenmal" and shows up in the shared 
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practices or conventions of the discourse community. Knowledge is viewed as being 

harmonious, without struggle, and results merely &om "joining new communities and 

taking part in new conversations" (Trimbur 605). 

The role teachers play in these harmonious discourse communities is to describe 

shared conventions. Lester Faigley in Fragments of Rationality points out that much of the 

direction social rhetorics prescribe for teachers is to get smdents to submit to "the discourse 

of the institution" (142). The purpose of teachers is thus seen as preparing students for 

employment rather than raising questions about social practices. 

WINTEROWD'S STANCE TOWARD ROMANTIC HGURES AND EXPRESSIVE 

RHETORICS 

Ross W. Winterowd, along with co-author Jack Blum takes issue with the idealized 

notions he sees embedded in romantic/expressive rhetorics when, in his NCTE publication 

A Teacher's Introduction to Composition in the Rhetorical Tradition, he sets up historical 

tendencies in the re-emerging field of rhetoric. He sets up a dichotomy between Platonic 

idealism and Aristotelian pragmatism. "Centuries ago," he writes, "two roads 

diverged...Aristotle took one and Plato the other. The empirical tradition goes back to 

Aristotle.... The transcendental stems from Plato through...Coleridge, Shelley, Emerson, 

Richards, and others" (1-2). While a complete summary of his argument is beyond this 

discussion, several elements are worth noting. He traces the romantic influence through an 

eclectic history of rhetoric and composition, seeing in that influence much of what is wrong 

with English Smdies in general, and by association, composition in particular: He sees 

both fields as too apolitical and insufficientiy concemed with the social functions of 

language. Winterowd criticizes Romantic rhetoric and its influence on composition studies 

for its emphasis on "radical individualism;" he claims that Romantic rhetoric's assumption 
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of a pre-existing, ideal, and/or internal truth has coopted rhetoric's mission of locating 

discourse in the agora, or political economy of the marketplace. 

His history, ironically, quickly becomes a romantic tale of good and evil, a hero 

and villain narrative arguing against claims of romantic and expressive rhetorics as well as 

the personae he cites as their creators. He all but vilifies Coleridge and Emerson in a move 

that looks at the figures and their works as the problem. When discussing George 

Campbell and The Philosophy of Rhetoric, for example, Winterowd contends "that it 

turned rhetoric inward, to the rhetor's own mind, whereas only decades before Campbell, 

and since Aristotle, attention had been outward, surveying the acts, scenes, agencies, and 

purposes in the agora" (20) (emphasis mine). In addition to his work on Campbell, 

Winterowd singles out Emerson as deeply influencing the teaching of English and of 

Composition. Winterowd calls him the "great solipsizer" and, after Coleridge, is 

responsible for the "great splits in English department humanities" (27). One has to 

wonder what other factors contributed to these cultural shifts or if one should buy the 

genius-as-originator view that Winterowd so sternly resists. Specifically, the context, 

conflict, and meeting between opposing power relations surrounding and validating the 

work of Campbell, Coleridge, and Emerson, as well as the benefits reaped by any 

particular social group(s), would have been both more interesting and to the point. 

Winterowd sets up some useful distinctions in his history, but draws his borders 

between idealistic and pragmatic rhetorics, between the "ideal world" and the "real world," 

between the "dream of a Utopian Republic" and "the politics and human relations of the 

here-and-now" (11) a bit too fatally, a bit too cleanly. (I will continue a critique along 

these lines below.) In his taxonomy, Winterowd identifies the "Legacies of Romantic 

Rhetoric" as consisting of: 

1. Self-expression [being] exalted. 
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2. Imagination (genius, creativity) [as] replace[ing] invention. 

3. Craft [being] devalued. 

4. Public discourse [being] devalued. (37) 

Winterowd's project constitutes a dismissal of what he sees as expressive rhetoric's 

valuing of the subjective as playing a role in writing. An implication of his argument 

connects "personal" writing with reinforcement of "radical individualism," and a culture 

based on the fulfillment of desires of the self at the cost of connection to and implication 

with social issues and questions. Intrasubjective intelligence, invention, or sources for 

writing are seen by Winterowd as informing the "epistemology and philosophy...behind 

the radical individualism of Romantic Rhetoric...[which] places great value on the 

individual... true voice" (40). He unpacks the epistemology of expressive rhetoric citing 

Derrida's assertion that there is no "there" in the there, no "there" at the source or site of 

reflection in intrasubjective firameworks, but rather only socially constructed language. He 

takes apart expressive claims using an anti-foundational methodology, but, as we will see, 

performs something of a bait and switch when advancing his claims to a legitimacy of 

rhetoric. 

Winterowd and Blum's hostility toward expressive rhetorics seems to be matched 

by their suspicion of contemporary critical theory and its concern for subjectivity and its 

focus on the need for continually self-criticizing social structures and relations. Winterowd 

and Blum's suspicion of theory arises from, and focuses on two central concerns. The 

first is based on what he sees as the inability of critical theory to assert any alternative to its 

negative critique of existing forms. Jack Blum, in the final chapter of Composition, notes 

that "while postmodernists assert the need to subvert pedagogical principles cast within the 

dominant discourse, these same theorists find it difficult to define a pedagogy except as a 

negative form of the pedagogical tlieories they would overcome" (106). This critique, they 
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see, as limited to a negative critique. They presuppose a kind of regressive interpretation of 

postmodern literary theory which limits itself to language-as-play. They do not include 

readings of postmodem theory as enrolled in the service of critical pedagogy. Winterowd 

and Blum, while advocating aims of pedagogy, do not endorse contemporary theory as 

playing a theoretical role. 

Their bottom-line concem for pedagogy, while noble, harbors a fear of 

"colonization" of rhetoric by critical theory. If rhetoric informs existing practices and 

critical theory deconstructs those practices, then Winterowd and Blum see rhetoric as 

becoming an "also-ran" in the race to serve as theory for composition pedagogy. Here, 

Blum's second concem, that postmodem theory undercuts the legitimacy of rhetoric, 

reveals his foundation. He attacks the skeptical relativism of postmodem critique by 

advocating an embrace "of modem commitments to rational discourse grounded in the 

argumentative validation of tmth claims" (110) as a basis for pursuing "liberation." His 

revolutionary talk turns suddenly conservative in its unwillingness to critique "modem 

commitments." 

While this history is richly supported and engaging, the reduction of expressive 

rhetorics, traditionally Romantic figures, and reading of transcendentalists (a group in 

which Thoreau tends to be included) strikes me as problematic. Winterowd advocates a 

widening of textual study to include "non imaginative" works such as essay, biography, 

and autobiography, yet shoots himself in the foot by disparaging essayists such as 

Emerson and Thoreau. 

He bases this criticism on an absence of "logos," or what he sees as a political 

foimdation of their intrasubjective claims. Interestingly, Winterowd and Blum make a case 

for the Enlighteimient values of "dialogical exchange," but ridicule and present as 

dangerous the frameworks which base dialogical exchange on continual self-examination 

and critique. Rhetoric, it can be argued, should not be free from such practices. When 
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Winterowd and Blum dismiss contemporary theory as "hostile" because postmodern theory 

undermines the field of rfietoric's "logos," or the validity of the contemporary view that 

social rhetoric is superior to both romantic/expressive and postmodern literary theory's 

claim to inform pedagogy, they reduce the complexity of expressive and social rhetoric's 

dialogic inter relatedness. They, in effect, condescend to their stated audience-teachers-

by raising social rhetoric to a plane above self-critical examination. Below, in succeeding 

chapters, I will discuss how Thoreau can be read differently, even sympathetically in terms 

of Winterowd's project of defining a future fimction of rhetoric, a reading that complicates 

some of the foundations informing a reading based on social rhetorics. 

JAMES BERLIN'S SOCIAL VIEW OF EXPRESSIVE RHETORICS 

If arrangement betrays emphasis or importance in essays on the history of rhetoric, 

then one could infer from the placement of subjective/expressive rhetoric in Berlin's 

Rhetoric and Reality that he privileges social-epistemic rhetoric over expressive rhetoric 

and that expressive rhetoric figures only slightly higher in Berlin's rankings than current-

traditional rhetoric. This is not surprising given Berlin's framework of contemporary 

English studies as framing rhetoric studies and English, or literary smdies as inhabiting the 

binary opposition, between rhetoric and poetic. The "establishment," or English studies, 

he sees as privileging poetic, expressive, subjective discourse over rhetorical, social, 

political discourse ("Rhetoric, Poetic, and Culture"). Berlin sees expressive rhetoric, in a 

subtle way, as the enemy within the gates of the rhetorical fortress. Expressive rhetoric is 

portrayed as an extension of a structure in which "poetics is the master paradigm," which 

reflects a "post romantic division...designed to resist the actual lines of power in a society" 

("Rhetoric, Poetic, and Culture" 23). He cites histories such as Gerald Graffs Professing 

Literature and Raymond Williams' Marxism and Literature to support his view that 
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expressive rhetorics reflect class interests by embracing a creative, aesthetic discourse that 

claims transcendence over political actually. They are part of a response within English 

Studies to "the dehumanizing conditions of the new social order of industrial capitalism" 

(26) in that expressive rhetorics legitimize a superiority of aesthetic discourse over 

"political," non-imaginative discourse. As discussed above, histories of rhetoric have 

tended to portray rhetoric as the underdog in English studies, and in their zeal to re-coup 

the losses of rhetoric in English departments over the past century take issue with literary. 

expressive discourse. 

Berlin, in his smdy of major rhetorical approaches to teaching, for example, 

describes expressivist theories of rhetoric as derived from an epistemology in which 

"reality is a personal and private construct." That "truth is always discovered within 

through an intemal glimpse, an examination of the private irmer world" {Rhetoric and 

Reality, 146). In this view, the material world of expressive discourse is portrayed by 

Berlin as only unproblematic "object," as lifeless matter. The social world, in the 

expressivist paradigm, he sees as even more suspect because the expressive framework 

presents it as attempting to coerce individuals into engaging in thoughtless confomuty. For 

the "expressionist," "solitary activity is always promising, group activity is always 

dangerous" (145). Berlin's reduction of the role social influences have on language in 

views of expressivist rhetoric, however, may be problematic and arguable. If we situate 

his location as a reader of expressivist rhetoric, some of the critique becomes 

understandable. In other words, Berlin's interpretation reveals much about what Burke 

labeled as reader's "terministic screens," the "screens of terms that we choose ... to see 

reality" (Winterowd A Teacher's Introduction, 71), and the postmov'em, social-epistemic 

readings of expressivist rhetorics can reveal much about the "situatecuess" of both Berlin 

and Winterowd. 
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To much of current theorizing on the nature of socially-constructed discourse, in 

which histories of rhetoric are being inscribed, there is no internal mind, no spiritual power 

embedded in an unconscious, no faith in a hermeneutic fiction of the self, unless that 

interiority is somehow constructed historically. This reduces notions of a wider-than-social 

basis for critique to a relativist limbo outside the instrumental ethos of productivity and 

efficiency. Berlin criticizes expressivist rhetorics for the role he sees language playing in 

variations of expressivist firameworks. "These rhetoricians see reality as arising out of the 

interaction of the private vision of the individual and the language used to express this 

vision. In other words, in this view language does not simply record the private vision, 

but becomes involved with shaping it" (146). Berlin and Winterowd share an 

unwillingness to consider the possibility of discourse of subjective self-construction, or 

what Jeffrey Steele labels the "mjnh-making" of selfhood, and find Thoreau, as well as 

Emerson, Whitman, Dickinson as laying claim to structures not accounted for by a social-

epistemic world view. "Myth making can be understood as both a way to interpret chaotic 

and inchoate experience into a life "story" as well as a way to identify and construct 

patterns of meaning to fit particular contexts. 

Expressive rhetoric, while perhaps resulting from a pre-empirical recognition of 

pattern making, in Berlin's words, "falls short of being epistemic...because it denies the 

intersubjective, social processes involved in shaping reality." It "emphasizes writing as 

discovery—specifically discovery of the self." The contention that expressive rhetorics 

"deny" social processes is problematic. Thoreau, for example, sees social processes and 

die effects of a burgeoning industrial state as inescapable and pushes readers to 

acknowledge their locations within political and economic contexts. What Berlin has 

trouble with, I think, is Thoreau's and expressive rhetorician's claims to "something else:" 

of, as Peter Elbow puts it in "On Being a Writer," "knowing more than they can say." 

Elbow, arguing for an interior sense says "Paying attention to such inmitions and feelings 
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often leads them [writers] to articulations they couldn't otherwise find" (77). Berlin, by 

contrast, underplays the existence of an interior self that lies beyond the ability to express 

itself, seeing linguistic representation as the base of the self. "The 'self actualizing' 

psychology of Rollo May, Abraham Maslow, and Carl Rogers," he writes, "[see] writing 

as an act that authenticates and affirms the self." The self Berlin sees writing confirming is 

a particular notion of the self, a self he sees as isolated, bourgeois, and incapable of 

resisting the system he so stridently criticizes because it has no place to criticize from. The 

self he resists is also related to depth psychology which sees writing as an attempt to 

"record the truths discoverable within the iimer depths of the psyche, truths that are denied 

and distorted by the society It considers writing to be an art, the original expression 

of a unique vision. Indeed, one measure of the success of writing in capturing the unique, 

individual vision is originality of expression" (147). 

Berlin concedes that some of the "expressionistic" rhetoricians dealt with more than 

a sealed interiority, that in rebellion against current traditional correctness characterizing the 

late 1960s they were trying to create a 

comprehensive approach to composition that included the political while avoiding 

what they considered to be the excesses of certain members of their 

[expressionistic] group.... Exercises were designed to teach students to use 

language in arriving at their own vision of the real-to increase their ability to call on 

the resources of language in discovering their personal interpretation of experience. 

This iimer vision finally exists apart from language, but language is necessary for 

the individual to shape an interpretation that constitutes a better approximation of it. 

(Rhetoric and Reality 153) 
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But Berlin's critique of expressive rhetoric is that it does not question the social influences 

on discourse. To him, it fails to move beyond a form of personal empowerment to social 

action. Language is seen as primarily a private practice in which liberation of the self 

becomes the objective at the cost of social change. The social practices of expressionistic 

pedagogies, even when describing peer revising groups proposed by Peter Elbow, to 

which Berlin responds below, are viewed as insufficiently historically situated and aware, 

of not critiquing notions of the self as historically constituted. 

This type of expressionistic rhetoric focuses on a dialectic between the individual 

and language as a means of getting in touch with the self. Indeed, even the dialectic 

between the writer and the editorial group is designed to enable the writer to 

understand the manifestation of her identity in language through considering the 

reactions of others—not, for example, to begin to understand how meaning is 

shaped by discourse communities. {Rhetoric and Reality 153) 

In short, critics of expressivist rhetoric maintain that it situates itself in the solipsistic, 

apolitical, and psycho-spiritual modes of discourse to the exclusion of social awareness and 

collective participation. 
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CRITIQUE OF SOCIAL RHETORICS 

The problem with many of these current readings of romantic self-reflection lies in 

the view of discourse communities as static, fragmented, and contingent—free from any 

"transcendent" ethics. They are static in the sense that knowledge is construed as being 

contained and perpemated by discreet discourse practices of a definable "community." As 

discussed earlier, notions of "conversation" as defined by Richard Rorty and appropriated 

by Kenneth Bruffee present teaching with a central, "problematic" concern; How is new 

knowledge generated if the community simply recycles existing knowledge? In answer to 

this, Rorty allows room for "abnormal" innovators. The abnormal irmovators provide a 

"self correcting mechanism" to knowledge that is "perpetually materializing itself in 

institutional forms" (Trimbur, "Critiquing" 607). Interestingly, this abnormal discourse 

originates with a "self "someone...who is ignorant of...conventions or sets them aside" 

(Rorty, qtd. in Trimbur "Critique," 607). Despite this "self-correcting" practice, 

knowledge remains, in Rorty's framework, relative, as "ratif[ying] the present fragmented 

and dissociated state of knowledge" (Spellmeyer, Common Ground 213). In this 

dissociated state, there is no room for a site from which to critique. The expressive notion 

of self-reflection is simply dismissed as a theoretical impossibility, and the resistance it 

would pose to a static commimity is seen as minuscule or containable by the "self 

correcting mechanism." This leaves "community" as fixed, self-contained, and 

unproblematic. Without the dynamic and complex system of the resistance of a self-

reflective opposition to collective discursive practice community escapes criticism. Without 

criticism, the ideologies of advanced corporate capitalism that privilege "instrumental 

control and rational efficiency" (Trimbur 610) can range unquestioned and unchecked. 

Spellmeyer has presented a fine history of this dynamic in his book on composition 

Common Ground. Succinctly put, histories of rhetoric that marginalize subjective. 
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romantic notions of selfhood, self-reflection, and internal composing practices subvert any 

mechanism for addressing alienation within a collective discourse community because there 

can be nothing to be alienated from if there is no innate, essential personality, soul, or 

philosopher's stone. Berlin and Winterowd, for instance, in their adherence to a notion of 

selfhood that is determined by social and institutionalizing norms reject any sense of a self 

apart from, and resistant to these socializing norms. 

In summary, much of current portrayal of expressive rhetorics contains a distrust of 

private literacies and holds private discourses in a kind of contempt, relegating them to the 

"elevated" domain of the poetic. This is dangerous because of the dualism implied, 

because of the lack of relational investigation and understanding between the two 

discourses. While Berlin perpetuates some of this, he also recognizes it, citing the 

bifurcation of rhetoric and poetic as serving the advance and development of industrial 

capitalism. The split allows "literature [to be] set against the inhuman reahn of work in a 

cruel, exploitive economic order, an order in which the language of currency is rational and 

informative discourse" ("Rhetoric and Poetic" 26). Histories and taxonomies thrive on 

distinctions, but the theoretical dangers in institutionalizing such distinctions lies in 

removing opposing rhetorics from their unions in a dialectical opposition and 

contextualized functions. 

Self-dramatization, or self-construction can be read differently, as being tied closely 

to language, and to finding a new terminology for re-telling and re-vising a life, of studying 

expression, of rhetoric. Thoreau informs and builds on this tradition by modeling a 

presentation of a life bigger than actuality, reframed, overdy fictive. 

As will be discussed later, his self-reflective portrayal can be seen as a many-voiced 

drama that both resists and belongs to the historical constraints that influence and confine 

him. Although his advocacy of reflection as a search for an inner, truer self can be seen as 

the engine driving his thought, his work can be read as presenting a notion of self in ways 
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that subvert it, dissolve it, in favor of something else—a message and a self in the making, 

a self that is capable of both appropriating and reshaping conventions. 

CONCLUSION 

Social rhetorics, in theory, push pedagogy to consider the dynamics of social 

context, to both describe and transform patterns of discourse. In practice, however, social 

rhetorics have tended to lead to views of discourse communities that encourage more 

accommodation than critique. 

In addition, social rhetorics have developed a kind of terministic screen for the 

reading of expressive figures, such as Thoreau. In the haste of the field to change 

"paradigms" some of the rich, contexmal views of language embedded in much of 

Thoreau's work has been neglected, reduced, and dismissed. 

I propose that we reconsider some of our ways of reading in order to better put 

theories of understanding how knowledge is shaped by discourse communities into 

practice. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

A CASE FOR RE-READING WALDEN AS AN EXAMPLE OF A DIALOGIC 

RHETORIC 

Indeed, as the documents of science pile up, are we not conaing to see that whole works of 
scientific research, even entire schools, are hardly more than the patient repetition, in all its 
ramifications, of a fertile metaphor? ITius we have, at different eras in history, considered 
man as the son of God, as an animal, as a political or economic brick, as a machine, each 
such metaphor, and a hundred others, serving as the cure for an unending line of data and 
generalizations. (Burke, Permanence and Change 95) 

In the 1980s expressivism as a philosophy of composition came increasingly under attack, 
and social constructionism—the view that good writers must master the accepted practices 
of a discourse community-was widely adopted as an alternative. (Fishman 647) 

Burke's portrayal of an impermanent and historicized "school" of thought as 

"hardly more" than a metaphor poses an interesting set of questions for us as teachers of 

writing. If our professional frameworks of understanding the teaching of writing are only 

"patient repetition" of metaphors, how do we justifiably categorize and evaluate theories 

that explain the teaching of writing? How do we entertain a healthy skepticism toward the 

sexiest new views that come down the professional pipe? Some of the answer seems to lie 

in understanding of and attitude toward discourse. 

We have swung fix)m expressivism to social construction, exoticizing and 

stigmatizing the old— in this case expressivistic rhetoric— to better namralize the new— as 

we have with social construction (Atkins, Fishman, Spellmeyer, Common Ground). 

Rather than swinging again from fertile metaphor to fertile metaphor might we adjust our 

reactions to the "unending line of data" to entertain uncertainty, to examine some of the 

chaotic, continual shifting and negotiation between metaphors? In short, might we not 

look to the continual changes as part of a model of writing and teaching? 
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I therefore wonder if we don't classify and separate too completely our models of 

understanding processes behind learning to write and the implications those models have 

for teaching. We dismiss the contributions a dialogic reading of Thoreau's Walden , for 

example, might make to contemporary theory in rhetoric and composition. In short, as we 

categorize too hastily, we fail to see in work like Thoreau's an emphasis on the primacy of 

language in constructing and understanding external reality (its situatedness in a context), 

the contingency of language, and the importance of "voices" embedded in experience to the 

creation of new knowledge. We fail to see continual changes in our own discourses as part 

of a model of teaching. 

The distinctions between social and expressive rhetorics, while far from pointless, 

miss the point. Mikhail Bakhtin's "dialogism" as a theory of the workings of discourse 

views discourse as inseparable from context, from contingency, and as derived from a 

chain of multi-voiced influence which might encompass both the internal questions raised 

by expressive rhetorics and the social formations described by social rhetorics. Dialogism 

as a firework suggests that what we need to consider are the relational dynamics between 

competing languages and subjectivities in a particular context. 

DEFINING FEATURES OF DIALOGISM 

A dialogic view of rhetoric and its influence on the teaching of writing would point 

toward inquiry into competing discourses—over the embrace of a single, monologic 

framework— allowing students to identify, describe, analyze, and ultimately evaluate 

actions within discourses. In short, discourse would be the content of coursework. 

Discourse in specific contexts, discourse as negotiation between subjectivity and "other," 

discourse as constructing meaning that is contingent, never quite unassailably "true," 

would all serve as a foundation for teaching. 
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A study of context can never be a study of static structure, but is instead entry into 

the volatile and unstable realms of motives and actions. Context, ideology, and one's 

"situatedness" in the collision of perspectives involved in reading and writing all affirm the 

need to investigate the discursive and physical sides of meaning. 

A second feature of dialogic views of rhetoric advances the notion that text is both a 

framework of assertion, of "solids," and of contra-dictions, of empty spaces, where 

meaning is situated, "on line," contingent, up for grabs. Meaning is never static, but is 

instead the negotiation of "past and present discourses." "Utterance," for example, 

according to Ewald, "has meaning only in relationship to a complex, ever shifting network 

of other utterances" (336). Utterances include the idiosyncratic influences discourse has 

had on an individual subjectivity, making the investigations of subjective rhetorics pertinent 

to expanding understanding of dialogic views of discourse. 

The third characteristic of dialogism worth elaborating here is its view that 

"languages," or competing voices, are continually vying for authority both within texts and 

between texts and readers. This competition complicates traditional notions of subjectivity 

as either "irmate" and created or "determined" and predictable, given the constraints of any 

rhetorical simation. Subjectivity is neither autonomous nor completely determined by 

external, social conditioning. All text, and I will add meaning and subjectivity, according 

to a dialogic view, is inter-textual, and contextual, and negotiates a standpoint between 

utterances ("Discourse in the Novel" 354-55). Discourse, true to its etymological roots of 

"running back and forth." In Bakhtin's framework, discourse is inherently multivoiced 

and social, but is also a struggle in which speakers interact through participation in 

discourse communities. This "running back and forth" has the effect on undercutting 

subjectivity in order to communicate with the "other." Paradoxically, the running back and 

forth also reinforces and constructs a subjectivity through a discursive interaction. In 

short, a speaker or writer has to transcend her subjectivity and locate her voice in discourse 
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through language, and, since meaning is something of a struggle, she must assert her 

"spin" on a subject to gain authority. As Bakhtin writes: 

One's own discourse and one's own voice, although bom of another or 

dynamically stimulated by another, will sooner or later begin to liberate 

themselves from the authority of another's discourse. (348) 

Dialogism rests on an epistemology of continual becoming through interpretation; it 

militates against a view of language or genre as rigid representations of tmth. Discourse, it 

follows, will always be tenuous in its explanations of experience or reality. All participants 

engage in meaning-making through a language that is multivoiced and perspectival. This 

view defies simplified versions of epistemology as presented by both social-epistemic 

rhetorics and expressive rhetorics; it assumes a reality that is both "out there" and "in here" 

that is negotiated and mediated by language, and situates language in a dialogue with other 

voices. 

Dialogism, then, asserts that context forms utterance and that one utterance has a 

relation to others. Writers respond to discursive contexts. These responses can either open 

to continued negotiation or attempt to close off dialogue, depending on how participants 

use language. Parody, for example, is a use of language that shares power because it 

inverts social positions. Readers can be invited by the writer's use of language to share 

power and co-create meaning. The relation of one utterance to another can be parodic or 

dogmatic to varying degree. Declarative dogma, when viewed m this framework, becomes 

less "true" or valid because it undercuts negotiation, failing to portray, in text, the protean 

nature of negotiated meaning. 

Subjectivity, in a dialogic framework, shapes and is shaped by language practices. 

These practices can be seen as a negotiation between opposing demands in the shared 
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medium of language. A dialogic process view of subjectivity sees it as both transcending 

and locating a "self." These selves are semi-autonomous and are formed by political 

forces. 

Dialogism, therefore, allows the free play of discursive opposition and negotiation. 

Discourse, in this framework, includes all interpretive practices. Art, for example, implies 

liberatory image, but is not free from the constraints of historical context; it is dialogical. 

"Bakhtin," according to Wayne Booth, "undertook to develop a dialogue between two 

truths: our sharing of artworks offers forms and experiences found in no other activity, yet 

art is inherently, inescapably, loaded with-indeed made of—ideology"(56). Bakhtin 

asserts that no self, and in a like manner, no art, can exist in solipsistic isolation. Instead, 

dialogism posits that the self is social, a "polyphony" of selves that form a composite 

constructed over time. "Our speech," writes Bakhtin, in "Discourse in the Novel," "is 

filled to overflowing with other people's words" (337). Selves and subjectivity, like art, 

are influenced by and composed of languages. 

Viewing rhetoric and language practices dialogically, then, implies that we 

incorporate social and ideological context, contingency of meaning, and dynamics of 

negotiation between "languages" into our understanding of how we read and write. 

Thoreau's Walden seems to advance just such an understanding. 

AN ETHOS OF SITUATING, OF CONTEXT 

Thoreau sets off on his dialogic walkabout by situating himself; he provides a 

standpoint for his views and an examination of context. He answers the questions of 

"where is this writer and what social forces and ideological voices have made him up?" 

Thoreau situates his work within his physical and ideological constraints by examining 

these constraints overtly and systematically. He couples this external investigation with an 
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internal examination of voices and motives that together contribute to a sense of 

subjectivity. Context, for Thoreau, in other words, includes both the external structures of 

social relations and the internal idiosyncrasies of a "self." His ethos, consists, in part, of 

his portrayal of these influences on his negotiated "self." This persona, or "self," he 

demonstrates through a negotiation between inner voices and outer context through the 

medium of language. In order to uncover this self, Thoreau contends that one has to 

examine physical and social structures along with the ways language is used in those 

structures to influence our views of self. In other words, Thoreau's ethos is based on both 

examining his context and developing a critical awareness of his fluctuating "place" in that 

context. 

Thoreau sees the role of language as one of naming context or social forces that 

shape frameworks of perception. He sees this naming as something of a prerequisite stage 

to "reading" one's life. His ethos involves a journey from the exploration of circumstance 

to the formation of a metaphor. This journey implies a transformation of both "self' and 

the role a "self' plays in discursive relations. This journey is not a new one to theories of 

rhetoric. For instance, it is analogous to Burke's recognition of the "polluted" nature of 

one's unexamined existence (Permanence and Change). Burke sees language as playing a 

role in movement from uncritical participation in discursive relations to active, "redeemed" 

participation and shaping of discourse. In order to undergo this movement, one must self

consciously work at naming one's physical and social circumstance. This includes 

investigating one's role in proscribed social structures, of becoming class conscious. 

Thoreau's project of awakening readers to context can be read as a process of 

identifying and observing one's circumstance in order to detach from that circumstance by 

becoming critically aware of it as a controlling influence. The development of a critical 

observer's capacity for distance from received discursive practice allows for the 
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embodiment of a new perspective, a dialogic perspective of seeing "selves" and standpoints 

as generated, in part, by social practices. 

Interestingly, Thoreau wrote Walden three years after Marx composed the 

Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of1844. They both wrote in a context of 

industrialization and nascent mechanization. They both "situated" themselves by overtly 

and systematically examining social stracture and ideological constraints of discourse. 

Like Walden, the Manuscripts addressed the mechanical, alienated nature of labor, the 

spiritual paucity of institutional religion, the demands, dynamics, and constraints of 

property, and the centrality of economy to the formation of identity and experience. Along 

with the centrality of the relations and forces of production to the construction of 

awareness, both contended that unless some meta-awareness of these relations was 

developed, work could become the svmi of selfhood, of perception; that is to say that the 

ideology of the relations of production would confine and determine the nature of one's 

experience, that estrangement and the attendant lethargy, resignation, and spiritual torpor 

and dryness would serve as a substitute for critical investigation and transformation of 

social structures. 

What Marx sees as "estrangement" or alienation Thoreau sees as the failure to free 

one's self from the dictates of subsistence, of imposed work. "The better part of man is 

soon plowed into the soil for compost," Thoreau writes, and the result is the inability to 

pursue a deeper nature. Workers are 

so occupied with factitious cares and superfluously coarse labors of Ufe that 

its finer fruits cannot be plucked by them. Their fingers, from excessive 

toil, are too clumsy and tremble too much for that. Acmally, the laboring 

man has not the leisure for a true integrity day by day; he cannot afford to 
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sustain the manliest relations to men; his labor would be too depreciated on 

the market. He has no time to be anything but a machine. (3) 

Marx, in the Manuscripts discusses a similar view of labor and the resulting alienation. He 

criticizes the structures supporting capitalism for paying no attention to the "essential 

distinction between how far men work through machines to [how far] they work as 

machines" (13). Both writers attack the directions their developing economic systems 

embody, yet it should be noted that they diverge in the prescriptions they make and the 

programs they propose. Thoreau proposes an activism of interiority, while Marx presents 

himself as a member of a class, as "the intellecmal tool of the proletariat." To Marx the 

construction of a self, the negotiation of an identity is the result of collective soiiggle, 

material changes to the forces and relations of production. Thoreau argued that freedom 

from property was a requisite to personal discovery. Marx pushed adherents to struggle 

for greater material wealth. Marx contended that religion was an "opiate of the people." 

Thoreau advocated freedom from opiates as part of a path to reflective discourse. 

To Thoreau, the goal of becoming aware of one's circumstance, of naming the 

condition of alienation, of working for "aes alienum, another's brass," (4) is not to wallow 

in an accepted state of resignation, but to identify and evaluate one's historical situatedness 

in order to actively minimize and simplify one's dependence on manufactured needs. The 

outcome of an awakening to one's condition as a member of a nascent industrial capitalism 

is to critically assess the embedded values of the accompanying ideology, to examine, as 

Foucault puts it in his Discourse on Language, the "internal rules, where discourse 

exercises its own control...[where] rules [are] concemed with principles of classification, 

ordering, and distribution" (220). Thoreau asks readers to re-consider the orders and 

priorities of received ideology, of unquestioned needs to consume and complicate one's 

material life. Connected to this material life lies what Foucault describes as the life of 
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languages, of tongues, of the "things said once... discourse 'uttered' in the course of a 

day," and those languages of narrative of "forms of discourse... which are reiterated, 

transformed" because we "suspect some secret or hidden wealth lies buried within" (220). 

Foucault's tongues parallel those of Thoreau in his chapter on "Reading." A discussion of 

these tongues will be developed later in this chapter, but I will include a brief summary 

here. 

Thoreau's distinction between mother and father tongues is tied to this difference 

between merely utilitarian uses of language and critically aware negotiation. The mother 

tongue he describes as speech, language that is unconsciously absorbed by growing up 

hearing and using language. This tongue one acquires, and parallels of its description 

include Chomsky's discussion of a "black box," or "language acquisition device." The 

mother tongue Thoreau resists, calling it "brutish," "habitual," a "dialect" (68). The father 

tongue, by contrast, Thoreau pursues, describing it as "conscious," "selective," "too 

significant to be heard by the ear," i.e. merely the product of imitation or conditioning. The 

father tongue negotiates a dialogic identity, mediates experience, and, if readers are to 

speak it or write it, must be "bom again." 

This rebirth is not limited to notions of fundamental religion, but is tied to the 

natures of discourse. Kenneth Burke, for example, cites rebirth as a component of 

identification in which the birth and death are symbolic and are required for the rigors of a 

dramatistic use of language. The capacity of rhetoric to function in the re-negotiation of 

identity is a major one. He describes a discursive process in Permanence and Change that 

parallels Thoreau's political descriptions of the movement from alienation to self-reflective 

negotiation. Burke describes a process moving through three steps including pollution, 

purification and redemption. The first, pollution, he sees as "intrinsic to the social 

order...'inherited' by all mankind," related to a kind of "guilt" (283). Social and linguistic 

hierarchies make "pollution" inevitable, and awareness of it a prerequisite of moving 
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toward redemption. Uttering this condition produces a feeling of betrayal and violation, of 

defying taboos. It is profoundly rooted in the unspeakable and relies heavily on metaphor. 

Purification Burke describes as the need to rid ourselves of guilt. He sees the 

process of purification as perilous because it invokes strategies of either victimage or 

mortification. At this stage, the self might locate pollution or guilt in a scapegoat, 

projecting and transferring the negative to another group or individual. Examples of 

political figures who find in the opposition negatives they themselves are guilty of may be 

indicative of this dynamic. Conservatives who attack the poor by slashing programs, but 

who bristle at terms like "class warfare" may provide some examples of this. 

The final stage Burke describes, the redemption, is a stasis characterized by a newly 

negotiated metaphor or symbolic refi-aming. This stasis he sees as arising from a desire to 

act purposefully in a drama of self-formation. The "self' that is formed is not a "thing," 

but a staging of relations among metaphors. In other words, it is highly dependent on 

language, and an emergent consciousness of the framing of language for the purposes of 

addressing power relations and hierarchies. Simply put, the self is the result of discursive 

practices that see language as metaphorical, and lining up metaphors into a perspective that 

better equips a self for the self s life context. It is a self striving to dispassionately observe 

and reflect on experience and to influence that experience through "right" or "better" 

thought, word and deed. 

The self is a drama motivated not by a self as much as by sympathy for others. 

Being bom again is the product of a self continually re-negotiating its identity in a chaotic 

world that requires repeated revision of symbolization. Burke addresses this motivation 

when he writes: 

rhetoric is rooted in the essential function of language itself, a fimction that 

is wholly realistic, and is continually bora anew. The use of language as a 
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symbolic means of inducing cooperation in beings that by nature respond to 

symbols creates a self image through corporate and self-imposed rhetorical 

strategies. (Rhetoric of Motives 41) 

The qualities and characteristics of this rebirth include a death to unity, to closed system, to 

air-tight argument and birth to variety, diversity, to falling apart, to wandering in the half-

light of human perspective in the process of being shaped and shaping itself. The 

discourse of the father tongue includes a death to an integral autonomous self and a birth to 

a dynamic flux of construction and reconstmction of perspective. 

Thoreau, then, portrays an ethos, or a situatedness derived from an examination of 

context, of alienation, or pollution, not circumscribed only by material conditions but also 

as habits of speech and discursive forms. He challenges the reader to stand outside the 

conventions of repeated and accepted narrative and to compose a narrative based on real 

necessity, on a re-examination of need, on increased simplicity, and on surprise, wonder, 

of bewildering question, and of perspective. He overtiy enters Walden , the text, as a 

persona explicit in attitude and limitation, when he writes 

In most books, the I or first person is omitted; in this it will be retained; 

that in respect to egotism, is the main difference. We commonly do not 

remember that it is, after all, always the first person that is speaking. 

The antithesis of alienation in discourse is a critical awareness of perspective, of ethos. 

Along with an overt examination of discursive relations, Thoreau is aware of his subjective 

constraints in perceiving and expressing that alienation. His is an ethos of observation and 

of limits. This ethos, for Thoreau is one that is overt, rather than obscured behind a third 

person of impersonal or "objective" writing. 
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I on my side, require of every writer, first or last, a simple and sincere 

account of his own life, and not merely what he has heard of other men's 

lives; some such account as he would send to his kindred from a distant 

land; for if he had lived sincerely, it must have been in a land distant to me. 

Thoreau's choice of "sincere" as the modifier for "account" is an interesting one. Sin cera, 

or without wax, is the condition of marble sculpture with its flaws exposed to the viewer. 

Thoreau wants writers to explore shortcomings and limitations as well as standpoint and 

perspective. Sincerity can be seen as the critical awareness of such shortcomings. 

Effective writing, for Thoreau, is not only mtrinsically subjective, but shows an awareness 

of the limitations of subjectivity. 

Thoreau, then, incorporates subjectivity into his examination of context. He 

advocates a view of language as being capable of remaking perception and conception 

through continual, contextualized negotiation. He pushes readers to expand the realms of 

possibility to finding a place to both "dwell," or simate oneself without self-deception, and 

to awaken oneself to a regenerative, continually negotiated power of expression. He 

contrasts a Utopian human potential with an actuality that is based in the commercial 

interests and ideologies of nascent New England industry. 

The writer's circumstance— physical requirements, material relations—or location in 

an economy, then figures symbiotically as a grounding to an attentiveness, a conscious 

pursuit of awareness and sensation. Thoreau sees sensibility as degraded by necessity to 

work, by toil, and that refinement of the senses of observation is a prerequisite to a 

recovery of the "self' as an agent in discursive negotiation. 

Current readings of Thoreau such as Stanley Cavell's The Senses ofWalden argue 

for an epistemology derived from such a self-awareness. This self-awareness is more of 
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search, a contingency, an ordeal, than it is a static place or core. The search is not to "find" 

but to want to find a fuller means of experiencing the impermanent, flucmating nature of the 

material world. Thoreau provides an explicit statement of the desire to reside in a 

perception both of the world and of observing the world. With this capacity one can better 

participate in the drama of knowing, of realizing that our "selves" are roles, that our 

"truths" are story lines. His drama of self-construction is in some ways more of a self-

dissolution. He does not "find" a self, but rather points to the doubling necessary to reach 

a reader. 

Thoreau contrasts this role-playing, theatrical self with an alienated existence, one 

of "ennui," (6) with one that is not conscious of constructing a re-birth, not able or willing 

to conduct a revision and definition of an identity. He sees as a precondition to his 

theatrical self an awareness of ones ideologically imposed limitations, of situatedness in the 

relations of production, of cultural "sleep" and alienation. Like Marx, Thoreau elaborates 

on the disjunctions between a human potential and the debilitation enacted by relations of 

production. 

Other theorists have addressed this process of finding circumstance, of "situating," 

of "contextualizing" in their description of analogous dynamics. Barthes, for instance, 

describes a dynamic of interpretation in which the reader must first construct an 

"informational" level of understanding ("The Third Meaning" 52) before proceeding to a 

metaphorical and "obtuse" reading. This first stage implies a naming of tangible details that 

are "out there" in the text or in the material world. Moves such as these that push 

interpretation beyond the text imply an investigation of material conditions in addition to 

situating the portrayal of those conditions through an interpretive process wherein readers 

employ referential strategies to gloss "reality." That is to say, a certain degree of referential 

power is granted to language, but this power is not the positivistic word-as-thing level of 

representation. Instead, naming and situating are relative processes that imply varying 
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degrees of understanding. This keeps naming and situating away from the extremes of 

either nihilistic relativism or unproblematic "factual" representation. 

Thoreau, however, does not limit language to the domains of naming that one might 

associate with the motives of an Enlightenment project, but proceeds to describe and 

demonstrate a use of language that is overtly metaphorical and interpretive. His interpretive 

practice is one of synthesizing new connections between previously discreet phenomena 

into "creative" and variable patterns. This use of language is "universal" in the sense that 

himian language use implies revelatory and constructive connections that characterize 

interpretation. This "meaning making," or "myth making" can be viewed as an active 

construction of patterns. Pattern constructions result from observation, and have been 

identified as an "innate" function of the brain by current researchers of brain functions. 

Another function of this pattern making can be understood as a liberatory or even revelatory 

process. One could call this a "spiritual" practice in the sense that redemption, in the 

Burkean sense of "inspiriting" words, is achieved through the creation and revision of 

interpretive metaphor. 

The structure of Walden enlists the reader in meaning making through the 

answering of questions posed by dialogic interactions of tongues, voices, and personae in 

the text. To read Walden is to experience a decentering of questions raised by the relations 

between the languages of reference and of metaphor. The structure can be described as 

enthymematic, requiring the reader to supply the missing premise, of leaving holes, gaps, 

and colliding assertions that require the reader to engage in the interpretation of Walden's 

gestures toward discourse. It raises questions about the relations between the particular 

experience of constructed perspective and universal processes of sense making and identity 

negotiation. It advocates strategies of both observation of concrete particulars and 

reflection of interpretive universals. Walden advances a case for a relational both/and that 

encompasses elements of expressive and social discursive frameworks. 
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CONTINGENCY IN STATEMENT AND COUNTERSTATEMENT 

Thoreau's Walden can be read as demonstrating and supporting a kind of dialogic 

rhetoric which asserts a need for understanding the interactions of competing languages, of 

dialogic influences in how we understand teaching writing. The self writes within a social 

context, and brings to that context a complex, idiosyncratic perspective that must negotiate 

with the collective demands—a rfietorical context— and the writer must convey her ethos 

through the dynamics of negotiation. Socially constructed rhetorics have performed the 

service of returning rhetoric to the nuts and bolts world of the political, the agora, but have 

lost some of the dialogue with the idiosyncratic, the interior, the stylized, that informs 

expressive rhetoric. 

Thoreau can be read as employing a parodic dialogism in that his seemingly certain 

propositions are qualified, undercut, or contradicted by counter-statements that create a 

textured indeterminacy. His statements become "true" because they are posed against 

"countertruths," or disruptions of verbal veracity. The truth becomes the reader's making 

of meaning rather than Thoreau's professed declaration. In other words, certainty and 

indeterminacy complicate and dynamize Walden, placing it in a charged interstice of 

opposing rhetorics or tongues. These tongues are not passive ingredients within text, but 

are "contested." As a further complication, it could be argued, using a Bakhtinian 

framework, that it is the inclusion of as many "tongues" as possible in a particular work 

that determines its worth (Booth). Additionally, it is only through the process of 

"dialogism"— a contextualized exchange of difference— that identities are negotiated. 

Specifically, the naming of the various languages and ideologies at work in a simation-

such as the classroom-can contribute both to forming a student "self (a goal of expressive 

rhetorics) and maintaining an "answerability" to the collective (a goal of social rhetorics). 
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In short, it is the negotiation of colliding tongues and the connections they engender that 

can be seen as driving learning and meaning making. 

Thoreau's use of a multi-voiced persona and a strategy of confirmation and 

contradiction contribute to both a skepticism of language and a celebration of the power of 

negotiated meaning. His shifting sense of self serves as a moving target that prevents an 

ossified, monolithic identity from controlling the text, and his shifting statements open up a 

space where authority through interpretation invites readers to struggle with Walden to 

form and appropriate a metaphorical, contingent truth. Thoreau's self is both erased and 

constructed through the discourse, the "going back and forth" of the root meaning of the 

term. In his refusal to simplify his assertions, Thoreau levels his authority and liberates his 

voice to explore and situate itself in a context of other voices both contemporary and 

ancient. He pushes readers to participate and critically observe discourse as a dialogic 

process. 

Thoreau layers Walden's language with enigma, ambiguity, and metaphor. In 

"Economy," for example, the lost hound, bay horse, and turtle dove paragraph jars with 

its enigmadc incongruity (11). This image follows ten pages of didactic criticism of how 

"mean" life is. Thoreau contends that "Men labor under a mistake" (3) and that they "lead 

lives of quiet desperation" (5). The comment concerning the hound can be read as 

reversing the assertions, the claim to positive deterministic reference, and setting up a riddle 

or an emblem inviting entry into the text. Cavell has cited the passage as furthering the 

sense of "loss." Other critics have looked for allegories to explain the three animals. 

The view that the passage is the beginning of an invitation to want to understand 

has been explored by Golemba in Thoreau's Wild Rhetoric. Golemba reads the passage as 

relating to the act of reading and as "present[ing] a metaphor of desire" (228). He focuses 

on the last line of the paragraph, in which Thoreau describes others he has spoken with 

about his losses as "seem[ing] as anxious to recover them as if they had lost them 
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themselves" (11). This follows a passage inviting readers to enter the text because Thoreau 

would never write "No Admittance" on his gate (11). The combinations of invitation raise 

the possibility of desire to overcome the fragmentation he has previously established. The 

desire is not for a thing, but for a place of observing the workings of discourse in the 

mind. It is a desire not to escape the noise of ideological conditioning, but to stand back 

from it, to watch it. By standing back, by playing a role of self observer, one can 

appreciate one's and other's points of view, other's perspectives. Thoreau's question 

"Could a greater miracle take place than for us to look through each other's eyes for an 

instant?" (6) reflects some of this goal, while the likelihood of such a miracle remains 

minimal. 

The incongruous and oracular nature of the hound passage assures the reader that 

the communion of commimication will never be achieved or made permanent, but can be a 

goal, the striving for which can result in many possible readings, "as many ways as there 

can be drawn radii from one center" (7). The multiplicity of tongues is a means of leaving 

open barriers between the sites that separate Thoreau from his readers. He addresses this 

when he asks the reader to "pardon some obscurities, for there are more secrets in my trade 

than in most men's, and yet not voluntarily kept, but inseparable from its very nature" (11). 

Thoreau sees an incapacity to fully convey an intent as central to language. His awareness 

of his presentation allows his message both to present his desire to overcome fragmentation 

and to limit the degree of achievement possible. This "extra-vagance" accounts for some of 

the more outlandishly bold claims of Walden. It also explains some of the perplexing 

reversals and qualifications of those claims. 

The effect is sometimes frustrating and confiising. Thoreau's personae and 

"messages" seem to change from page to page and chapter to chapter. The tongues meet 

and clash within a framework of opposing voices. Their work is volatility. Thoreau 

portrays the relational volatility when he writes that "The volatile truth of words should 
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continually betray the inadequacy of the residual statement. Their trath is instantly 

translated; its literal monument alone remains"(215). 

For readers looking for consistency in his presentation, the text's doubling back on 

itself leaves a feeling of betrayal or of koan or of conundrum. One of Thoreau's more 

troubling statements occurs in "Higher Laws," where, after a strong case is made for the 

rejuvenating power of wild nature, Thoreau declares that "nature is hard to overcome, but 

she must be overcome" (142). Naturalists and some feminist critics see this as historical, 

puritanical prudeness and dismiss it as something of an aberration. Some critics, such as 

Joyce Carol Oates, have cited this statement as sexist artifact. 

In this new context it appears that nature is abrupdy aligned with the 

feminine, the carnivorous, and the camal; though a man's life is "startlingly 

moral" one is nonetheless susceptible to temptations from the merely 

physical, or feminine; urges to indulge in a "slimy beastly life" of eating 

drinking and undifferentiated sensuality. Thoreau speaks as a man to other 

men. (160) 

Other critics, however, cite the passage in a context of competing voices. Golemba, for 

instance, points to the parody of the hermit and poet following "Higher Laws" in "Brute 

Neighbors." The extreme statements, for example, of "Higher Laws" are followed by a 

counter-statement in a counter-tongue of parody (211-12). The hermit in the passage has to 

decide whether to "go to heaven or go a-fishing" and although he was "as near being 

resolved to the essence of things as ever [he] was in his life" opts for a-fishing. The 

juxtaposition of this parody to "Higher Laws" disrupts many of "Higher Laws" claims, and 

situates Thoreau firmly in the material realm of contingency and compromise. The parody 

is a check to the inflated and exaggerated claims of "Higher Laws." The effect is one of a 
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destabilized assertion which renders the claims of "Higher Laws" indeterminate, putting the 

work of meaning making on the reader. 

This dialogic voice/counter-voice underscores the contingency of any unerance 

while inviting readers to exercise their power to make meaning, to find and construct a 

pattem, to fill in the gaps left by Thoreau's "contra-diction." Thoreau, in effect, both 

amplifies his claims and undercuts their potential for institutionalizing rigidity by texturing 

them with the contrast of a countervoice. This layering allows for a dynamism of reading 

that leaves his readers with the impression he is presenting more of a question than an 

assertion. Continual assertion and retraction invite readers to the "vocation" of "life in the 

wo(r)ds" of meaning making. This vocation of discourse which Thoreau sees as self-

construction gives words serious, metaphoric power. The words are not synonymous with 

the life, but they make the life, and Thoreau's search through Walden is a search for the 

words that will open the questions confronting his life. This emphasis on the material 

keeps Walden from sliding into the solipsistic abyss some critics find there. 

Thoreau, literally, materially, builds himself a home at Walden Pond. He proves it 

to us in "Economy" by showing us the ledger sheets of his expenses. The material, 

however, is interpretive. Thoreau goes to pains to set up some material "truth" of precise 

observation, but questions truth. We are told that literal "truths," presumably including his 

literal representations, may be "shams and delusions" (64). He may be parodying the 

Yankee pragmatism that sees only the certainty of numbers, of literal one-to-one 

correspondence as truth, and that, in fact, he is in Walden, metaphorically writing himself a 

place, locating hitnself in the deluge of ideas, or "truths," that he constructs through the 

framework of Walden. He must "penetrate [beneath] the surface of things. We think that 

is which appears to be" (65). Thoreau calls readers in his identification with Chanticleer to 

see beyond the literal, the dogmatic, the accepted to a dynamic, if disturbing, 

metaphorically understood "reality." 
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THOREALTS LITERACY OF NEGOTIATION-A COLUSION OF "TONGUES" 

When looking at Walden as a dialogic text, a rewarding place to return is Thoreau's 

chapter "Reading," although Thoreau's portrayal of the dynamics of languages is woven 

throughout the text. In "Reading," however, readers see how Thoreau wants them to see 

his "work" and his views on language. Thoreau makes a distinction between the 

"unconscious" mother tongue and "a reserved and select expression, too significant to be 

heard by the ear," which is the "father tongue." 

Thoreau's text, remember, can be read as multivocal, multi-located, and 

constituting a shifting range of personae. One of the languages, the most obvious and 

typically cited, is Thoreau's "mother tongue." The mother tongue can be understood as the 

language of assertion, the language of "fact," of literal representation, of an approximation 

of a one-to-one correspondence between term and referent, as unproblematic. It is the 

language of transparent circumstance, of improblematic representation, of certainty of 

proposition, of "What Happened?" Thoreau, as naturalist, critic, preacher, poet, farmer, 

composite "I," seems to have valued as precisely unambiguously as possible, words as 

representative of material "fact." The mother tongue can be stretched to constimte the 

language of Thoreau's authorial voice, of overt, declarative, explicit assertion. It is the 

tongue of content, material, apparent reference. He saw it as a component of his 

fascination with language. But he also saw the limitation claims of fact tend to make on 

language. 

Facts should be only as a frame to my pictures; they should be material to 

the mythology which I am writing; not facts to assist men to make money, 

farmers to farm profitably, in any common sense; facts to tell who I am. 
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and where I have been or what I have thought....! would so state facts that 

they shall be significant, shall be myths or mythologic. (Journal entry 

11/9/1851 qtd. in Golemba, 2) 

By contrast, that the father tongue is "conscious, selected," and not "merely heard," or 

imitated, ideologically dictated, places language inside the function of reflection. This kind 

of negotiated writing, Thoreau sees as struggle, as hard labor. It is here that the writer, 

who, deeply aware of the words being used, arranges them deliberately, "laboriously," as 

"employment," using "incessant labor," aware of his "work" (67). The father tongue is the 

language of words that have been worked, crafted, and that reflect a multi-vocality that can 

be seen as "deliberate." These words carry connotative impression and do the work of 

complicating overt reference and assertion. The father tongue is the language of texture, 

constructing a subtext of irony, parody, and reversal. They do the work of de-stabilizing 

seemingly unproblematic, objective, rational assertion. 

The two tongues vie variously as the well-known ants on Thoreau's wood pile in 

overt and open warfare and as the loon, whose reappearance after diving was unpredictable 

and subtle despite Thoreau's attempts to predict her surfacing. 

With the mother tongue Thoreau makes distinctions and sets himself above and 

apart, using the explicit claims of "chanticleer." This is the tongue of declarative claim, the 

tongue most recognizable in Walden. Some examples of these claims approach the 

obnoxiously sermonic: most "waste their lives;" readers are "pygmies" and illiterates; no 

one is "awake" enough for "intellectual endeavors." The self-critical tongue undercuts 

overt claim, calling idea or assertion into question, creating a "gap" which invites reader 

interpretation. 

Thoreau raises reading to a heroic position, citing the need for submission to great 

works and to the physical demands of actively engaging text. Yet he subverts his assertion 
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before he completely seals himself in a hermetically closed concepmal construction. In 

"Economy," he is the self-made man, rejecting advice and counsel, while embracing a 

primacy personal experience. His assertions underscore the dialogic notion that while we 

are irrevocably implicated in social structures, we also militate against them, and through 

negotiation and struggle both appropriate and change them. This struggle, one could 

argue, is a necessary component of learning. Thoreau compares the struggle of the trial 

and error of experience with the "banking" methods typical of most educational models 

with an illustrational anecdote from "Economy:" 

Which would have advanced the most at the end of a month,— the boy who had 

made his own jackknife from the ore which he had dug and smelted, reading as 

much as would be necessary for this,~or the boy who had attended lectures on 

metallurgy at the Institute in the meanwhile, and had received a Rogers penknife 

from his father? Which would be most likely to cut his fingers? ... To my 

astonishment I was informed on leaving college that I had studied navigation! ~ 

why if I had taken one turn down the harbor I should have known more about it. 

The implications of this emphasis on experience, of course, do not preclude the role and 

necessity of social convention, but instead underscore a need for resistance to 

unproblematic understandings and acceptance of social conventions as static and neutral 

"natural" practices. No ore could have been dug without accumulated social expertise, but 

ore digging is a negotiated practice filled with contexmal and political constraints. The 

figure Thoreau would not even know what a pocketknife was without the cultural 

evolutionary selection of that tool. Yet in opposing the polarities of social conformity and 

vigorous personal innovation context becomes charged with intellectual growth and 

movement. 
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Cognitive movement in this charged interface that smdents can best appropriate 

conventions. But they must be allowed to play the role of curmudgeonly crank in their 

contact with social convention. Thoreau plays their advocate when he writes, "Old deeds 

are for old people, and new deeds for new.... Age is no better, hardly so well, qualified for 

an instructor as youth, for it has not so profited as it has lost" (5). Here is the voice of 

father/crank, the counter-voice to mother/member of convention-driven collective. 

This claim of power in resistant subjectivity has caused some readers to dismiss 

Thoreau as a species of disconnected town crank. The definition of crank has been 

pursued by some who see in the term an innovative, even obsessive turn of mind that alters 

accepted convention. In a recent essay by Carl Pfiuger, "cranks" are defined as advancing 

some idea or "method, system, or process which, like the philosopher's stone, is credited 

with an almost magical power of transformation" (23). He goes on to characterize them as 

having a shortcoming, "an absence of critical thinking, or of any respect for boundary, 

limit or restraint" (23-24). This madness, lack of restraint, and passion for style echoes 

some of how Peter Elbow views a "writer." Writers, to Elbow, are "arrogant" and 

needing to convey an idiosyncratic perspective, an "'I have something to tell you"' stance. 

Elbow juxtaposes this stance to that of the critic, or academic, who doubts what she has to 

say, taking the stance of "'Is This OK?'" (81-82 "On Being a Writer"). The lover, crank, 

writer all share a credulous, impassioned, asserting subject. While the subject is not free 

from self-doubt, tempering skepticism, or qualifying support, he or she can subordinate 

these elements to advance a view. 

Stanley Cavell contends that Thoreau was able to write as a "crank" because he 

withdraws from the received opinions of the collective to inhabit a kind of silence. This 

silence might be the moment his subjectivity meets his intent to write, the blank, silent page 

between self and other. Cavell goes further to argue that this withdrawal is not a mere 

solipsistic exploration, but in fact rebukes the society that Thoreau has left while redeeming 
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it with the metaphor of Walden Pond as retreat into subjectivity and Walden the text as die 

counterpart to subjectivity—a social text. 

Thoreau paves the way to a separation from "our present constimtion," or the 

attachment to literal, unquestioned and unconscious ways of seeing and speaking by both 

retreating and returning, going back and forth in the container of discourse. This trading of 

dialogue for the separation of forms as either "expressive/" internal, or "formulaic/" social 

helps complicate the whole notion of writing as divisible into neat genre or taxonomies of 

modes. But hese forms provide a certain comfort, releasing them to embrace a dialogic 

view of writing requires that writers drop unconscious ways of understanding, what could 

be called complacency or "omniscience;" Thoreau requires a leap into the chaos of a 

contingent, incomplete, fluctuating universe that can be only partially ordered by the 

construction of metaphor. 

Even in withdrawal and resistance, however, we are still left "in the wo(o/r)ds." 

The immersion into the realm of words contains paradoxical implications. One is that 

discourse is, of course, tenuous, as Thoreau reminds us in his "Conclusion." Here, "The 

volatile truth of words," can only "betray the inadequacy of residual statement" (215). Yet 

the counterpart of contingency, the tenuous capability of language, is the emergence of 

authority of speakers or participants as meaning is made through the collisions of voices in 

context. Meaning becomes contexmal, and far from being autonomous, individuals are 

implicated in both community and subjectivity. This negotiation entails both a death of the 

conventional, the old, the literal, and a redemption through the birth of sense in the use of 

language as limited but authoritative, "fertile" metaphor(s). Returning to Cavell, who 

asserts that Walden is produced "for our conversion, based, along with some other things, 

on an equation between morning (as dawning) and mourning (as grieving)," we see some 

of the likely emotional components of such a "conversion" (201). 



91 

While Cavell's term seems apt, it does not forage into possible discussions of 

discourse and genre. In plain language, reading can be seen as act posed to redeem, and 

construct the metaphor of "outgrowing" the mother tongue of literal thought and word, and 

assuming the responsability of speaking the father tongue of a critical, metaphorical 

sensibility that allows for the contingency of reality and meaning. Truth of literal 

understanding is exchanged for trutii through metaphor. The truth Thoreau makes a claim 

to is one that is both solemn and ironic. Writing for him can prove redemptive, but it is a 

secular, discursive redemption. 

When Thoreau embarks on his essay, he participates in a form of writing that has 

no set form. The personal essay may seem like something of an oxymoron. "Personal" 

can be seen as a shifting matrix of influences and values, as dialogic and contextual, while 

"essay" is a social form requiring tightness, coherence, and cormection. The term "essay" 

is derived from the French essayer, means "to try." The essay is a form of exploration 

with no set outcome beyond the search. Thoreau makes his experimental leap by drawing 

on the conventional and by pushing the envelope of experimentation, "redeeming" his 

experience by giving it form. 

Thoreau, in a final effect, wants Walden to be read as seriously as he writes it. 

"To read well, that is to read true books in a true spirit, is a noble exercise.... It requires a 

training such as the athletes underwent, the steady intention almost of the whole life to this 

object. Books must be read as deliberately and reservedly as they were written"(68). 

Thoreau offers Walden as a prophetic work, inviting readers to botii undertake his 

experiment, which is the experience of a world in flux, and to watch for, to unearth the 

words that serve as a metaphor for writing a life of multi-vocal complexity. He pushes 

readers to participate in the making of meaning. To succeed they must move back and forth 

between the opposing languages at work in tiie text. Reading is itself a kind of context. 
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THOREAU, DIALOGISM, AND REALITY 

How does Thoreau's reality iUiuninate current crises of representation and 

"realities?" If social practices determine the metaphors we live by, Thoreau would advocate 

demystifying both the practices and the metaphors. And he can be read as going beyond 

the container of social construction of reaUty to a wider, more chaotic, less comprehensible 

"reality." Thoreau sees a vitality outside of the containers of metaphor, and pushes against 

them when they become too restrictive, when they are no longer "fertile," failing to serve as 

a "cure for the unending line of data and generalization" (Burke Permanence and Change. 

95). Some of the contingency and the "something else" can be seen in Thoreau's views of 

nature. 

Our village life would stagnate if it were not for the unexplored forests and 

meadows which surround it. We need the tonic of wildness-to wade 

sometimes in the marshes where the bittern and the meadow-hen lurk, and 

hear the booming of the snipe; to smell the whispering sedge where only 

some wilder and more solitary fowl builds her nest, and the milk snake 

crawls with its belly close to the ground. At the same time that we are 

earnest to explore and leam all things, we require that all things be 

mysterious and unexplorable, that land and sea be infinitely wild, 

unsurveyed and unfathomed by us because unfathomable. We must be 

refreshed by the sight of inexhaustible vigor... the wilderness with its 

living and decaying trees, the thunder cloud We need to witness our 

limits transgressed, and some life pasturing freely where we never wander. 

We are cheered when we observe the vulture feeding on the carrion which 

disgusts and disheartens us deriving health and strength from the repast... I 

love to see that nature is so rife with life that myriads can be afforded to be 
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sacrificed and suffered to prey on one another, that tender organizations can 

be so serenely squashed out of existence like pulp.... The impression 

made on a wise man is that of universal innocence. Poison is not poisonous 

after all, nor are any wounds fatal. Compassion is a very untenable ground. 

(210) 

The village is the village of blind adherence to metaphor as well as the narrow, uncritical, 

literal connecting and equating of word to thing. Rigid perceptions of metaphor extend this 

view of language to a conception of the self as a reified "thing" rather than a continually 

shifting set of relations which transform and metamorphose perspective. To grow into the 

father tongue, or language aware of dialogic meaning making, of the contingency and 

negotiated character of that meaning, the writer has to not only leave the village, but must 

give up any claim on an absolute truth of meaning. The writer must give up the illusions of 

literal thought in exchange for the fluctuating uncertainty of metaphoric meaning. In short, 

contrary to much of what Walden seems to be about, the writer must detach the self from a 

sense of the ideal ego, its claims to purity of meaning, and literal, locatable truth. 

To underscore this detachment from an ideal and literal sense of language, Thoreau 

undercuts his endeavor by using the irony in his epic telling. In "The Bean Field" for 

example, Thoreau presents his cultivation in a mock-heroic narrative. He admires how 

they grow, but "the meaning of this steady and self-respecting... Herculean labor...! knew 

not" (103). He makes it clear that he is not writing merely literally when he describes his 

work when he states "It is no longer beans that I hoed, nor that I hoed beans" (106). He is 

also laboring "if only for the sake of tropes and expression, [serving] as parable maker for 

a day." Once his menial position is established, he portrays the work in epic terms, and 

the hoeing becomes a "long war, not with cranes, but with weeds, those Trojans who had 

sun and rain and dews on their side. Daily, the beans saw me come to their rescue armed 
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with a hoe, and thin the ranks of their enemies, filling up the trenches with weedy dead. 

Many a crest waving Hector, that towered a whole foot above his crowding comrades, fell 

before my weapon, and rolled in the dust" (108). His work here is heroic, but it is not 

claiming truth. It is, instead, human, heroically human, aware of its own claims to truth, 

but aware also of the relative nature of language and narrative writing as contingent 

assertion, as metaphor. 

The ambiguity of Walden, I think, contains its greatest strength of contextualized, 

dialogic metaphor. Thoreau, it seems, wants to both illuminate and to "confound and 

puzzle" readers. There are "unutterable things we may find somewhere uttered. These 

same questions that disturb and puzzle and confound us have in their turn occurred to all 

the wise men... and each has answered them, according to his ability, by his words and his 

life" (73). He preserves zones of inaccessibility in Walden to keep it fi"om an appropriation 

by literal readings or reified frameworks of thought or rhetoric. 

Defying literal, static reading allows Walden to advance a view of meaning as 

contingent, contextualized, and negotiated. It can be seen as a text advocating, 

metaphorically, a construction of critical awareness of the situated and contingent nature of 

writing. When Thoreau sees the loon in "Bmte Neighbors" he sees Himself the writer, 

who has come to "moult and bathe in the pond" (155). He is hunted by convention and 

habit as the loon is hunted "by at least ten men to one loon." The loon is out-numbered as 

Thoreau is outnumbered by "the masses of men," instead "finding it wholesome to be alone 

the greater part of the time" (91). The loon is changing, moulting, as Thoreau strives for 

an "elastic and vigorous thought," (60) and a rejection of an emphasis on clothes and 

appearance. "Our moulting season," he writes, "like that of fowls, must not be a crisis in 

our lives. The loon retires to solitary ponds to spend it" (15). He argues for being "a new 

wearer of clothes," rather than simply, mistakenly, seeing in new clothes any learning, 

change, or answer to questions he raises in his writing. 
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So, for Thoreau, a writer works, in part, in solitude. She discovers and constructs 

a reali^ confined by language and its interpretive openings. The interpretive qualities come 

into play firom a context and firom a negotiation within that context between a reflective 

subjectivity and social relations confined by material conditions. Subjectivity, whether 

arising when a writer is alone at the keys, or in the heat of dialogic exchange, implies a 

possibility of a critical stance, of liberatory agency. Some of subjectivity is the result of 

reflections in the water of the psyche, of a dialogic tension between wordlessness and 

words, of the fluctuation between observation and presentation, of calling on contingent 

gods to preserve her. like they did the loon, from "sleep" and unconscious convention. 

Thoreau pursues the loon, and he pursues himself, the writer in context, but does not 

completely catch the purity of message he would like to convey. He can pursue himself, 

represent himself, but will only succeed in approximating a linguistic sketch of the relations 

between his mterpretive "spin" and the social demands of experience. 

CONCLUSION 

Thoreau's negotiation between competing tongues of statement/counterstatement, 

mother/father, and perceptive subjectivity/representative objectivity can be seen as 

representing dynamic oppositions in discourse that constimte a dialogic rhetoric. The 

tongues Thoreau discusses and demonstrates are dialogic in that the dynamic between them 

is contextualized, continually negotiated, and rooted in discursive experience. These 

negotiations are a means to bypass dualistic terminology. Each tongue represents a 

standpoint of negotiation, and, as such, defines the other. The implication here is that 

views of rhetoric that advance one system over that of another, of dismissing elements of 

"expressive" rhetoric, for example, reduce representations of smdent experience to mere 

"confessional" writing. This reduction eliminates not only an important component of 

learning, but disrupts dynamic negotiation of meaning. Witliout this negotiation, externally 
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significant terms, such as conventions of "discourse communities" fail to take on internal 

persuasiveness. 

A rhetoric that encourages a study of the relational nature of mother and father 

tongues will be a rhetoric capable of embracing complex, even literary works such as 

Walden. The development of such a rhetoric will require extensive expansion of existing 

points of view, and may include the possibility of painful self-criticism. It will require that 

rhetoric abandon the comforts of certainty and system, and embrace the continual 

negotiation of explanatory metaphor. 

A dialogic approach to rhetoric and composition studies, it seems to me, explores 

much of this tension between a collective, received identity and one that is reflective, 

idiosyncratic. Part of what would make such a rhetoric effective would include a 

heightened sense of negotiating these opposing tongues in a way that provides a 

perspective within collective codes, poetics within rhetoric. The rhetorics at work in 

Walden include the paradoxical discourse of the mother and the father. Walden invites 

entry into and break from, or a negation of, a reduced notion of discursive convention as a 

determining source of form; this break includes as a component of negotiation a type of 

solitude or silence out of which persona and point of view can be constructed. This point 

of view is one that sees discourse as dialogic, always contingent, and incapable of 

embodying complete, absolute authority. All text, then, is provisional, limited, subject to 

contextual interpretation. All text requires that students question that text's authority. 

Forms of writing, by implication, are determined in part by the contexts and negotiations 

that inform them. We must know that the persona that is created comes with a cost and a 

benefit: the loss of certainty of literal representation and the gaining of the ambiguity, 

context, and interpretive uncertainty of metaphorical and dialogical uses of language. 



CHAPTER FOUR 

READING WALDEN¥OK A PEDAGOGY OF CRITICAL SUBJECTIVITY 

When I first read Walden, I found an inspiring account of exploration into the 

terrain of identity, a self-shaping testimonial, an owner's manual for the workings of 

subjectivity. Potent stuff for an adolescent. A later reading, based this time on a 

marriage between Marxist theory and Freudian psychology, found a Marcusian case for 

examination of the interface between an internal subjectivity and external social relations. 

Walden became an example of the "great negation," a position paper for resistance and 

critique of political economy. It offered a way to drop out and find saner means to live 

economically while enhancing and deepening experience through the development of 

reflective faculties; Thoreau became the model of a close observer of both internal 

workings and external practices. The most recent reading, however, has been colored by 

graduate work in rhetoric and composition, and has found in Walden a call for critical 

awareness of language as a vehicle for the shaping and perpetuation of subjectivity and 

social structures. His embedded comments on language point to a need to cultivate a 

self-reflective capacity for naming and interpreting our lifeworid while actively shaping 

observing and shaping discourse. 

This chapter will explore how the work of Thoreau can be read as addressing 

questions of critical literacy and the role self-reflective subjectivity can play in the 

development of critical awareness of language. Critical literacy has become something of 

a common ground of rhetorical theorists and composition specialists, yet the boundaries, 

definitions, and dynamics of critical literacy are highly disputed. For example, while 

compositionists tend to agree that a critical awareness of discourse is a worthwhile goal, 

that "a liberated consciousness ... is the only educational objective worth considering" 
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(Berlin, "Rhetoric" 492), the means, dynamics, and limits of such a program remain a 

controversy. Definitions, or even the possibility of the existence of referents, for terms 

such as "consciousness" and "liberation," along with means of arriving at such objectives, 

are approached in radically different manners by proponents of opposing social-epistemic 

and expressive rhetorics. On the one hand, James Berlin states that "[w]e want students 

to begin to understand that language is never innocent, instead [it is] a terrain of 

ideolgical battle" in which "[s]tudents [must] locate points of personal resistance ... in 

dealing with... injustices of ... social practice" ("Cultural Smdies 51-52). On the 

other hand, more conservative voices contend that students should strive to "master" the 

conventions of dominant "discourse communities" in order to better join them (Bruffee, 

Bartholomae). In other words, description and critique do not always co-exist as goals of 

various models of critical literacies. At the root of some of these differences lies 

conflicting definitions of the role subjectivity plays in forming a critical awareness of 

language practices. The more radical sides of this debate see subjectivity as a component 

of "agency" in the resistance and negotiation of meaning. The more conservative voices 

see subjectivity as remote, as more the domain of poetics than rhetoric (Graff). 

Thoreau can be read as advocating a dynamic of meaning making that 

incorporates both the roles of subjectivity embraced by expressive rhetorics and the 

development of a critical awareness of discourse advocated by social rhetorics. His use 

of the genre of the personal narrative is emblematic of his striking a tenuous balance 

between rationalist, "factual," discourse and that of interpretive "readings" of experience 

more characteristic of imaginative fiction. Thoreau's advancing an epistemology and 

psychological underpiiming to the personal narrative essay makes Walden a potentially 

fruitful site for investigating a relationship between critical literacy, genre, and context as 

useful elements of critical teaching. 
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This chapter will make a case for a reading of Thoreau that might illuminate 

theoretical foundations for constructing a model of critical teaching, as well as exploring 

the types of writing such a model might imply. 

CONSIDERING THE PROBLEMS OF A CALL TO CRITICAL PEDAGOGY 

The question of the need for "critical teaching" is exemplified by John Trimbur in 

his article "Essayist Literacy and the Rhetoric of Deproduction" where he describes a 

problem students have with simating discourse in political contexts. He identifies an 

expectation students-and the society at large- tend to have of nonfiction writing. He 

sees students as bestowing nonfiction prose with the power of transparent representation. 

This expectation results in a kind of reading that practices little in the way of 

interpretation, of reading essays as if they are written in an unproblematically 

representational prose, "as i/the essays were simple, univocal, and transparent accounts 

of the writer's perceptions, observations, and judgments," (72) as facts. The possibility 

that nonfiction prose, in a way similar to fiction, is somehow mutable, constructed, or 

situated in a particular context often strikes students as odd. Prose, they see as "just 

saying what it says" as requiring no interpretation because it is used to complete and 

convey airtight, logical ideas forged out of unproblematic, quantifiable content before 

being poured into purely representational textbooks or essays. 

To this perspective, nonfiction writing is "real" and deals with objective, 

uncomplicated "givens," and reflects no particular political interest. Fiction, by contrast, 

is subject to "interpretation." The tendencies of language toward indeterminacy are 

contained by this neat split. Imaginative writing is not "real," and therefore can be 

subject to interpretation. Interpretation, as an act, deals only with the imaginative, 

fictional "unreality" of creative writing. 
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In this firamework, nonfiction is not subject to interpretation because it represents 

a reality that is not constructed, but "just there." Nonfiction, then, caiuiot be loaded with 

political agendas that highlight some "realities" while systematically obscuring others. 

The news, for example, is seen as "just the facts," and not the product of the combined 

perspectives of editors, advertisers, and monied consumers. To see the news as a social 

product would require that it be a particular perspective, an interpretation of a "fact." 

This schism has been discussed in the representational power given to literature 

and rhetoric in English departments. You will remember that current histories see 

Literature as the top dog because it lays claim to the higher faculties of interpretation 

while rhetoric strives to represent "facts" clearly. Part of this schism in the 

representational capacity of language has to do with the arguably arbitrary split between 

rhetoric/composition and literary srudies, which is discussed at length in previous 

chapters. For now, the assumption that the language of "fact," of nonfiction, represents 

an unproblematic "reality" is under consideration and needs deconstructing. 

An extension of this idea that text has context carries the implication that there 

may be social influences at work in a text that not only convey information, but 

systematically withhold information. This implication carries political weight that 

sometimes shows up in student attitudes. That prose might withhold information or 

misrepresent "facts," strikes smdents as "overly analytical" at best or inappropriately 

"political" for a writing class at worst. An example of the resistance to a "politicized" 

composition curriculum can be found in Lester Faigley's Fragments of Rationality in his 

discussion of the response to the University of Texas' proposed curriculum for a 

composition class. The incident he describes takes place in the broad context in which 

rhetoric and the teaching of writing is still viewed largely as correcting errors. He 

describes the social response to a program proposed at the University of Texas. 



101 

The English 306 controversy at Texas demonstrates that many in the 

public and in the academy think that first-year writing courses should be 

either about great literature or matters of grammar and mechanical 

correctness. In spite of nearly thirty years in the "disciplinary" period, 

composition studies has not gotten to square one in convincing much of 

the public that writing should be understood as a process. Consequently, 

if the media represents [sic] teachers of writing doing anything other than 

teaching smdents the proper use of semicolons (one of the charges against 

the proposed syllabus for English 306), then many people will believe that 

something is amiss.... Such is not expected of scholarly writing in 

science. (77-78) 

The question of curriculum and critical teaching is clearly one that extends beyond the 

field of rhetoric, but that must be based in an emerging theory of English studies. 

Discussions, both within the field of English smdies and between the academy and larger 

society, that center on critical teaching and, as Gerald Graff puts it, "student docility" 

{Beyond 9) tend to implicate English studies in the cultural preparation for work in an 

advanced corporate economy. Whether accurate or not, the role of English as cultural 

agent of either change or accommodation is one that is charged and under social scrutiny. 

On the one hand, the conservative view of the teaching of writing is that it should deal 

only with "language" and its superficial features. On the other hand, many teachers agree 

that critical awareness of language and the social nature of discourse should count as the 

highest priority. In an Editorial in English Education, for example, Patricia Lambert 

Stock cites three "directions for the smdy of English in the twenty-first century." The 

first of these objectives is "to make critical literacy possible for all students." Others 

included "enable[ing] students to use language to articulate their own points of view," 
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and to "encourage students to respect different points of view" (203). This goal flies in 

the face of many traditional notions of authority in language practices. It raises the 

question of whether or not a point of view can contain and convey a full representation of 

reality. 

To complicate matters, current theory in English smdies has tended to all but undo 

any claim to authority. Conflicting understandings of ideology and subjectivity make any 

assertions concerning "referent" and a critique of forms of "authority" immediately 

suspect because postmodern theory situates all assertion within the controlling 

characteristics of social class, ethnicity, gender, and other limiting features that make all 

assertion contingent on a limited experiential standpoint. This results in a questioning of 

the authority of all assertion. We have not yet found a way to "overcome authority 

without claiming authority" (Rorty 105). The field of English smdies, then, currendy 

rejects claims to authority and "ttuth," while much of public understanding still sees 

nonfiction prose as unproblematically representing "truth" in its assembly of "facts." 

Considering all text as simultaneously loaded with the fallibility of context and 

incomplete, but reasonably founded perspectives negotiating a compromised truth may be 

one place to begin. If we can view meaning, representation, and cultural truths as 

consisting of colliding metaphorically constructed "tongues" that are both 

representational of a perspective and aware of the limitations of that perspective, we may 

find a way to bridge some of the gap between, on the one hand, the view of language as 

transparent, and the view that language is always incomplete and that all representation is 

limited and relative. We may begin to move past an essentialist / relativist impasse in the 

field of English studies. This view of negotiation between the different modes of 

representation may be a means to move beyond the opaqueness of a perspective to a more 

dialogic negotiation of incomplete and fallible perspectives working at answering shared 

questions. 
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An implication for teaching is that we level some of our claims to authority also, 

seeing our part in contributing to and perpetuating power relations in our classroom 

practices. We share, as participants, the consequential need for developing an 

understanding of the role of self-reflective critical appraisal of our theories and of our 

practices. The leveling of authority and embrace of plurality inherent in much of 

postmodern thinking, however, undercuts the legitimacy of both individual and collective 

self-reflective assertion. Jack Blum sums up this dynamic asserting that 

postmodem rhetoric is less interested in formative critique, m attempts to 

articulate modes of rationality or forms of life that might stand as 

substantial alternatives to the practical-instrumental rationality 

characteristic of modem industrial civilization, than it is in stratagems of 

subterfuge and bewilderment, in diverse counter-discourses that prefer to 

harry the hegemonies power structure with "ruse after ruse" without 

proposing any fully articulated alternative. (110) 

Assertion, as an expression of authority, is viewed in these frameworks as contingent, 

incomplete, situated and perspective—read flawed. To make an assertion in such a 

framework, we must self-critically address questions of content (What do we value?), of 

evaluation (How do we determine value?) and authority (How, in a world suspect of 

authority can we make any claim?). In short, with what do we replace the constructed 

and dethroned, but shared, foundational moralities that have traditionally validated 

conventional notions of assertion? Simply put, is the cacophony of claims in a 

postmodem theory founded on the relative nature of assertion the only replacement for a 

"universal" tiuth? What are the controlling parameters of both a postmodern 

epistemology and ethics? 
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While there can be no definitive answer to these questions, some theorists forward 

possible criteria for evaluating assertion. Kenneth Burke, for example, who called 

literature "equipment for living," might provide some direction here. He might evaluate 

an assertion on its contribution to the "art of living." Other theorists, such as Nietzsche, 

might set up a scale for assessing claims on their ability to be "life affirming." Foucault 

and Friere might advocate assertions leading to "practices of fi-eedom," or "liberation." 

Patricia Bizzell might point to Utopian Marxism. Elbow might advocate "empowerment." 

All of these terms and points of view share some species of common aspiration, having at 

their source a desire for address of a great eimui of disinterested fragmentation. 

The relational connection, in other words, between life-world concerns and the 

teaching of writing is in need of some difficult examination. Part of the necessary 

expansion of rhetoric, I would argue, includes a transgression of the limits of its study-

mainly "knowledge"— into an uncharted territory of "life world." This project should 

enlist the uses of "literary" (in its largest sense)~"textured" discourse— sensibilities that 

contain both a claim to assertion and to situated, experiential, "life world" perspective and 

sensibility. A rhetoric of self-critical assertion must circumscribe a sensibility of text as 

thick with information, as well as laden with "terministic screens," with critical capacity-

the capacity to situate, decode, and recognize discourse as constructed, productive, and 

formative. This rhetoric must necessarily address larger questions of culmral studies and 

literary theory-mainly questions of how subjectivity interfaces with language in the 

development of a critical literacy. 

THOREAU AND CRITICAL PEDAGOGY 

The combination of critical reading and assertion advocating resistant "counter-

practice"— a practice like Foucault's "counter-memory"— which resists and reformulates 

"official memory," {Language 160) seems a central site of disjunction in composition 
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research. The question of agency, for example, may seem arbitrary, but it invokes and 

incorporates many of the other questions at work in composition smdies in general and 

Thoreau's writing in particular. Thoreau has been criticized for attributing too much 

movement to choice and will of the individual, and "conscious endeavor." While this 

could be dismissed as a kind of solipsistic absorption, it can also be seen as a kind of 

creative resistance characterized by what many students experience as an ambivalence to 

university writing classes. Thoreau raises questions of ambivalence, that could be, 

according to Min Zan Lu, "appropriately mobilized [and] put to constructive uses in 

writing" (448). Thoreau shows an ambivalence between "good business" and 

"maintaining [him]self' when he admits to having "thoroughly tried school-keeping, and 

[finding] that [his] expenses were in proportion, or rather out of proportion, to [his] 

income, for [he] was obliged to dress and train, not to say think and believe, 

accordingly..." (47). 

In this passage, Thoreau describes the necessity and cost of livelihood. He also 

demonstrates a critical awareness of the accommodation to professional and social norms 

his training will require. His position as agent is one in search of a livelihood, and the 

mastery of convention necessary to enroll in that Uvelihood, in tandem with a dialectical 

relationship with a resistant, self-reflective scrutiny of the consequences of employment. 

His resistance provides him with the energy to struggle with and more fiilly appropriate 

the conventions he considers necessary and appropriate. This awareness of various 

discourses allows him to participate and negotiate his position among them. His agency 

is not one of isolated, personally expressive, free will, but neither is it one of 

unproblematic joining of a discourse community. Rather it is a dance between choice and 

submission, which produces and articulates an engagement with discursive codes. Some 

questions might accompany such a reading of Thoreau. From the standpoint of issues 

raised above, one might ask some of the following questions. How does such a critical 
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questioning of convention develop? From where does it critique? What ideology 

informs that critique? 

Questions such as these, which translate easily to composition studies could drive 

research in composition. Thoreau can be read as seeing in discourse both the perpetuation 

of social relations and the ability to subject those relations to a critique; he questions the 

legitimacy of those practices, of unnecessary consumption, of systematic creation of 

empty need. Many readers see his resistance end in critique, stopping short of 

reconmiending any sort of political action. The inability to see language as act may relate 

to simating Thoreau as both Romantic and representative of a postmodern resignation to 

the relativity of discourse, to its inability to lay any claim to positive assertion. 

Whatever readings one uses to dismiss or undervalue the work of Thoreau to 

composition smdies, this question of the place of assertion in the research strategies of 

description and critique of discourse is one the field seems reluctant to ask. The question 

of where to locate, in a pedagogy based on empowerment through description of 

academic and professional convention, resistance, critique, and encouragement of 

counter-assertion is one that lies at the roots of theories explaining the formation of 

knowledge, and is one that begs address in the classroom. 

Or, more directly, when do we, as composition teachers, raise the question of 

functions of such popular cultural artifacts as advertising in classes that might limit 

pedagogy to ethnographic description-at best— or -at worst~a tacit endorsement of the 

forms, goals, and strategies of advertisers? While we might applaud the description of 

message and rhetorical awareness, the next step of critique, of considering resistant 

counter-proposals of both convention and practice, eludes much of composition research. 

Walden can be read as a demonstration of a willingness to recognize, critique, and 

propose a practice that runs counter to the discourses of established social order. This 
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willingness raises questions of the roles cultural critiques can play in the sites discourse 

reproduction, such as the composition classroom. 

WALDEN AND A RHETORIC OF SELF-CRITICAL ASSERTION: ANOTHER 

ANGLE ON THE TONGUES OF WALDEN 

While both social-epistemic rhetoric and expressive rhetoric provide useful entries 

into Walden, a look at the languages at work seems to provide a more fruitful insight. 

Languages of context resist polarizing frameworks, allowing Thoreau's persona, with it's 

foundation of contradiction, antithesis, and paradox (Schuller) to escape reduction to 

advocating a single school of thought. These languages, for example, undercut Thoreau's 

most sermonic claims to "higher laws" and universals. In other words, the "What?" of 

Walden, its claims, justifiably, invite a deconstructive reading to expose their 

"simatedness" and limitations, but the strategies Thoreau uses to convey them 

complicates that reading. He, arguably, self-constructs his location at Walden Pond in 

the middle nineteenth century, but systematically flaunts and critiques his situatedness, 

qualifying his claims to universality. In short, he historicizes and complicates his 

assertions by originating and grounding his claims in his experience, calling that 

experience fiill "of shortcomings and inconsistencies," and "narrowness of experience" 

(1). He urges readers "to find out and pursue [their] own way, and not [their] fathers or 

[their] mothers or [their] neighbors instead" (48), and to undertake the "experiment of 

living" (34). 

A case for the value and dynamics of the personal narrative essay through a 

revisionist reading of Walden. must address a theory of writing in which experience and 

perspective of the writer {ethos) interacts with the situatedness of the subject, the scene 

{pathos), and is governed by the "story" or the "argument" {logos)— all figuring 
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prominently as elements of a narrative purpose which can be either implied or stated. 

Again, this inquiry has resulted from a strange dissonance between what teachers of 

writing (theoreticians, rhetoricians) contend and what many successful writers 

(practitioners) have described as the processes they go through. Between expository 

writing of rhetoric classes and narratives of "creative" nonfiction writing classes, between 

theories informing essay teaching and practices described in essay writing. Maybe it's a 

question of art vs. craft, of self vs. institution, of Romance vs. social construction, 

literary vs. rhetorical, personal essay vs. formal argument. Walden can be read as a 

negotiation of these poles, of a self critically asserting narrator, aware of his 

circumstance, ethnographically describing the tensions between private and public 

discourse, of using circumstantial detail to support a metaphor, a myth, communicable to 

his audience. 

Robert Bly, for example, is one figure who has seen some of this adherence to 

classical rhetorical appeals in his reading of Walden.: 

It only remains to say a few words about the qualities I love in Thoreau. I 

love his fierce and meticulous observation.... also love the density 

Thoreau developed in his own personality. He got rid of the collective 

expectations projected on him, as the community projects on us all, and 

filled those spaces with more Thoreau—more likes, opinions and original 

nature Lastly I love bis genius at metaphorical thinking. All 

mythological thinking... is metaphorical, and difficult to us for that 

reason. Thoreau noticed that an insect egg got caught inside an apple 

wood table and hatched years after its secretion. Such a physical fact, 

when seen metaphorically, carries the observer into the soul or the inner 
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world or the invisible world.... He was a master of metaphorical thinking. 

{The Winged Life 111-12) 

The three elements of Thoreau's writing most admired by Robert Bly form a rhetorical 

entry into understanding Walden as a textbook for the personal narrative essay, as well as 

informing a teaching of writing embracing the popular maxim "it's all rhetoric." In other 

words, the personal narrative is rhetorically situated in contexts of conventions of scene 

agency and purpose. A variant of this extends into the need for the writer to understand 

her "scene" or appeal to audience within the physical limitations and demands of time and 

space. Returning to the Bly quotes, one can recognize these three elements as forms of 

the three appeals identified by Aristode in the Rhetoric. The first, Thoreau's meticulous 

observation, incorporates detail into circumstance. As Edward P.J. Corbett asserts in his 

Classical Rhetoric for the Modem Student, pathos resides in the details. The second 

element, the density of personality, can be read as the cultivation of persona, or ethos. 

The final quality, the genius for metaphorical thinking, can be seen as the controlling 

idea, image, or principle on which a narrative is based. Logos can be seen as the image 

that informs work such that by Joan Didion an Annie Dillard. 

The values of teaching the personal narrative as an expression full of rhetorical 

constiments connects the personal narrative to other assignments students may encounter 

in composition courses. In short, using a reading of Walden as a case for the personal 

narrative as a rhetorical document can be extended to the use of it to find in formal 

documents personal agency. 

Ross Winterowd, in his Rhetoric of the "Other" Literature, constructs an 

interesting rendering of Aristotle's artistic proofs, or the appeals, to the understanding 

literary nonfictiori. For him, all documents contain ethos, pathos, and logos, but to 

varying degrees, and that these variations may represent the distinctions often made 
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between genre. His description of ethos, pathos, and logos as sides of a triangle hooked 

together electrically with a rheostat that brightens each comer of the triangle according to 

its intensity in the document, is a usefiil representation of this dynamic. In other words, a 

hair curling logical essay would have logos lit more brightly that say, for example, 

pathos, although pathos would never dim to the point of being "off." 

Using the appeals as a the central, connecting thread of a composition course 

shifts the focus from disparate "units" to variations of rhetorical strategies and appeals. 

Rhetoric provides, in short, a way to talk about writing, presenting even "personal" work 

as rhetorical. Using the appeals of ethos, logos and pathos, one can read Walden as 

reflecting many of the rhetorical features of all text. 

Any discussion of the appeals, particualarly ethos in contemporary rhetoric cannot 

get away without mentioning and debunking the myths of the solitary writer, the unified 

text, and coherent message. Much has already been written, so I will not add more than 

the position in this rhetoric is one supporting the view that all writing is collaborative, 

even that of individual authors, but that this collaboration includes contrast, collision, 

compromise, and that it is disurcursive as well as dialogic. In order to advance the 

dialogic nature of this view of discourse, an effective ethos invites response by both 

asserting and qualifying the assertion as perspectival. Bahktin calls this "double 

voicedness," and it is the starting point for understanding the ethos embedded in Walden. 

The voice of Walden raises questions about the namre of authority of language and of the 

writer's voice. He undercuts the ideologies he sees his fellow townspeople bathing in-

the deification of enterprise, of the ethic of labor-using parody, imitation, a kind of 

counterlogic. 

Thoreau employs some of what Bakhtin labels as "camivalistic." The 

camivalistic turns authority in its head, life is "turned inside out." "The laws, 

prohibitions, and restrictions that determine the structure and order of the ordinary, that 
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is, noncamival, life are suspended during carnival" ("Problems of Dostoevsky's Poetics" 

122-23). As E.B. White puts it, in his accessible, but elegant forms 

Thoreau's assault on the Concord society of the mid-nineteenth century 

has the quality of a modem western: he rides into the subject at top speed, 

shooting in all directions. Many of his shots ricochet and nick him on the 

rebound, and throughout the melee there is a horrendous cloud of 

inconsistencies and contradictions, and when the shooting dies down and 

the air clears, one is impressed chiefly by the courage of the rider and by 

how splendid it was that somebody should have ridden in there and raised 

all that ruckus. (350) 

Thoreau, in more formal terminology, uses language in ways that invert culmral 

priorities, promising to talk about himself, but fails to do so, advancing into a discussion 

of all but the specifics of his personal affairs—employing repeated references to "work," 

"labor," "employment," "industry," and "enterprise" while shirking, loafing, chewing 

grass, and not making money. These parodic strategies serve both to subvert a consensus 

of ideological priority and to destabilize Thoreau's ethos. Thoreau uses language to 

"transgress" his own boundaries, wondering if he can ever be "extra-vagant enough," to 

wander around enough outside to domesticated, coherent, air-tight conventions of a 

bourgeois ethos. 

The ethos employed by Thoreau in Walden exemplifies this quality. He does 

this, in part, by overtly claiming his presence in the work. He is "I" from the opening. 

Other strategies, however, are more subtle. In Thoreau's Wild Rhetoric, for example, 

Henry Golemba explores why Thoreau would "seek to perfect a rhetoric that means to 

run wild, why he chose to fill his texts with gaps, contradictions, oxymorons, self-erasing 
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statements, and dissolving images" (3). Critics focus less on what Thoreau wrote and 

more on how he wrote it, finding in the tropes, figures, and strategies of his texts the 

grounding for a persona more complex and self-deconstructing that was previously 

thought. 

The Thoreau these critics describe is one more intent on "witnessing his own 

boundaries transgressed" than on imposing other authority or boundaries. The claims 

Thoreau makes "flaunt his situatedness" (Fischer 98) rather than extend an un self-critical 

prescription. Thoreau's authority derives from the limitations speaking for himself 

imposes; it is his experience only, and, despite universal claims, can be seen as utterly 

perspectival. Walden can be read as an experiment only, not a recipe or universally true 

procedure for some sort of self-acmalization. 

His ethos is one that resists claiming an absolute authority in favor of a 

contingent, incomplete, self-contradictory but passionate description of his experience. 

He contradicts himself with a purpose. His belief in enterprise, for example, is combined 

with a distrust of industrialization; idle contemplation was a valued ideal, but 

shiftlessness was scornful. His methods for negotiating these oppositions was to leave 

the questions hang for readers to answer, and in the process, to do as he did, and construct 

a provisional answer. The persona of Thoreau is one of self-questioning and self-

constructing. He reminds us of the mandate and responsibility to make up meaning as we 

go along. 

Text such as Walden , which challenges readers with a degree of ambiguity, even 

ambivalence, forces readers to wrestle with it, to make meaning of it. Walden fights 

against itself, posing both as an invitation and an obstacle to meaning. The complexity of 

the text and of the persona is what makes it work. 

Along with the tendency to see personal narrative writing as expressively self 

discovering and self-constructing, the development or construction of a persona or point 
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of view is critical to works like the personal narrative essay, and fitting that persona to the 

essay can be part of the mark of a critically aware writer. For example, Golemba 

describes Walden as "a deliberate public act, a public performance" (175). He cites 

several strategies Thoreau used to tailor the narrator to fit his audience. The first was the 

portrayal of the narrator as a "moderate radical"; the second was to portray namre as 

Arcadian; and a third was to "exhibit yankee shrewdness" while "avoiding liberality" 

(176-77). Exploring possible voices that "fit" form and purpose in a narrative contributes 

to the effectiveness and power of an essay, and the process encourages smdents to 

examine the conventions at work in the type of essay they are interested in writing. Here, 

socially-constructed views of Walden and the situated historical context of Thoreau's 

ethos contribute to the negotiation necessary to form the essay by modeling form and 

limits, the nuts and bolts of contextualized writing. 

These views of ethos from an expressive reading and from a socially constructed 

reading are contradictory. That is part of the dynamics of a heteroglossic rhetoric. Each 

view has its validity, its adherents and its strengths to lend to the discussions of essay 

writing. For the development of a critical understanding of language, disruption and 

contrast have a place. The "self," whether authentic and created or determined and 

constructed, plays a major role in Walden. Stanley Cavell stresses that "it is hard to keep 

in mind that the hero of its book is the writer. I do not mean that it is about Heruy David 

Thoreau, a writer, who lies buried in Concord, Massachusetts ... I mean the T of the 

book that declares himself to be a writer" (5). After all Thoreau advocates his readers to 

act consciously, deliberately, and to actively participate in their lives, including attention 

to how readers use language. Crafted and expressively contradictory, Thoreau's persona 

in Walden reminds us that to participate, we need to begin to answer—as consciously as 

he asks us~ the ontological, expressive questions he puts to us. 
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While one cannot deny the expressive power of personal narrative writing, the 

persona is best rendered as the result of an interactive tension between the expressive 

energy of imagination and the comprehensibility necessary for a public document. 

ON PAYING ATTENTION TO PARTICULARS 

Edward Corbett, in Classical Rhetoric for the Modem Student, contends that 

pathos exists in the detail, "description calculated to stir the imagination," and that "the 

imagination can be seized... in word-painting by the use of sensory, specific detail" 

(102). He reminds beginning writers "that [they] cannot command...others to feel 

emotions; [they] must conjure up the scene or situation or person that will make people 

experience the emotions you want to rouse in them" (107). In a similar manner, Joan 

Didion, in "Why I Write," states that she could not write usmg abstractions, but kept 

"veering back" to "physical facts." 

In short I tried to think. I failed. My attention veered inexorably back to 

the specific, the tangible, to what was generally considered, by everyone I 

knew then and for that matter have known since, the peripheral. I would 

try to contemplate Hegelian dialectic and would find myself concentrating 

instead on a flowering pear tree outside my window and the particular way 

the petals fell to my floor. I would try to read linguistic theory and would 

find myself wondering instead if the lights were on in the bevatron up the 

hill. When I say I was wondering if the lights were on in the bevatron you 

might immediately suspect, if you deal in ideas at all, that I was registering 

the bevatron as a political symbol, thinking in shorthand about the 

military-industrial complex and its role in the university community, but 
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you would be wrong. I was only wondering if the lights were on the 

bevatron, and how they looked. A physical fact. (5-6) 

This strategy employed by Joan Didion has been called "radical particularity." She, 

under the influences of other writers such as George Orwell, is answering what she sees 

to be a problem of language: over-abstraction, vagueness, "doublespeak," and 

euphemism. Her answer to this is a rhetoric that "dramatizes" experience with what Chris 

Anderson calls "a new language of concreteness and particularity...of precision, imagery" 

(171). She does not, however, lay claim to a mirrored correspondence between thing and 

word, but rather uses the particular to convey her assertions and "felt experience" (172). 

Her epistemology presupposes a world, but the words for that world are, like Thoreau's, 

colored by writers' perspectives. 

In a similar manner, Thoreau's attention to detail constitutes a large portion of his 

epistemology. Thoreau advocates a power of observation as a precursor to expression. 

"As you see," Thoreau wrote in his journal, "so at length will you say" (qtd. in Dillman 

9). But Thoreau's observations, like Didion's are not unbiased, nor do they lay any claim 

to being unbiased. "There is no such thing," he writes," as pure objective observation. 

Your observation,...to be significant, must be subjective. See not with the eye of science, 

which is barren, nor of youthful poetry, which is impotent. But taste the world and digest 

it" (qtd. in Dillman 9). Like Wayne Booth, Thoreau seems to assert the showing is telling 

(Rhetoric of Fiction). 

Like his use of ethos, however, Thoreau's admonitions to observe carry a 

paradoxical message. The objective of paying attention is not so much to catalogue facts 

and details for themselves, but to develop a significance and an awareness through the 

practices of observation. "For Thoreau," notes Slovic, "it was important to keep in mind 

the ultimate goal of such acts of discovery...was not enlargement of knowledge, but rather 
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a depth of awareness" (54). And this awareness could be understood as a heightened 

sensitivity to the senses. Paying attention, in other words, is the antithesis of alienated 

degradation of the senses. Thoreau's sensibility and power of observation arises from the 

relation between the external phenomenon of "fact" and the inner perception and 

awareness of perception of that fact. He sees developing and paying attention to the 

senses is one of the paths to awareness, as well as one of the strategies of narrative 

essays. 

ON MYTH AND METAPHOR 

What is the message of Walden, and how can it serve as a guide to writing 

personal Narrative essay? The answer to both of these is that I don't see any one answer. 

Even non-fiction can be about more than one subject, is open to possible readings. As I 

have stated earlier, part of Walden's situatedness can be understood as a place of solitude 

and silence. Perhaps this is the realm of choice, of choosing from the words we already 

possess those that can constitute the "myth" of a text— its argument, its assertion, its 

controlling metaphor. Perhaps Walden is both an account and the opening of a space, an 

"invitation" as E.B. White has called it, for readers to construct their own accounts, their 

myths, to "authorize" their lives. 

He wants us to move into, to inhabit the "inevitability of our own lives" 

(Campbell). This is the domain of the "father tongue," of finding "not a new lexicon or 

syntax at our disposal, but... a rededication to the inescapable and utterly specific 

syllables upon which we are already disposed (Cavell 16). Thoreau, arguably, wrote 

Walden in the tradition of sacred texts, of texts devoted to the reader's deepening of the 

experience of her life. It is a vehicle, or a medium through which the reader questions the 

definitions and boimdaries of text, language, discursive formation. In short, Walden may 

be an argument for finding a way through an experience or an idea into a new. 
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provisional, experimental and constructed assertion. In this respect, he may be arguing 

that writing is epistemic, that one has to write, has to experience to find out what the 

controlling ideas, metaphor or "story" will be. 

If the consensus of the given, the received, the mother tongue is questioned, what 

goes in its place? Walden might be saying something to the effect of "only writing will 

tell..." We need writing to tell us what is beyond our current views. As Thoreau has told 

us, "The universe is wider than our views of it" (211). The thesis is but the beginning. 

What follows is a re-vision of the text subordinating detail (support, data), and 

point of view (warrants, narrator) to the story, or argument, or controlling metaphors 

(claims). In the dramatizing and negotiating of these elements lies the possibility for 

dynamic writing and critical understanding of texts. Does the thesis enlarge and 

somehow affirm life? Are the details supporting it microscopic and significant to the 

story? Does the persona of the narrator allow for dialogue, or seem humanly accessible 

and visible rather than over aggrandized or self-deprecated? Does the persona fit with the 

essay? 

ON THE PROBLEMS CRITICS SEE IN THE PERSONAL ESSAY 

Opposition to the personal essay centers on several areas— the first centers on a 

question of outcome. What does study and practice of the personal narrative lead to? 

This perspective sees no, or little application of "essayistic" teaching to ideas of 

empowerment and mastery of academic and professional convention. A second area of 

opposition centers on the use of essayist pedagogy of the affective, personal, and 

experiential as a means to build confidence. Opponents see this as spuriously therapeutic, 

contributing to practices that encourage sloppy thinking. A third area of critique stems 

the students' lack of exposure to text. They contend that students cannot write fi-om 
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experience in the form of the essay because students have not sufficiently digested texts 

or had sufficient experience top compose readable, rigorous, reader-friendly essays. 

Proponents of the essayistic approach include such diverse figures as G. Douglas 

Atkins, Nancy Miller, Jane Tompkins, Kurt Spellmeyer, Sheree Meyer among others. 

They answer these criticisms in a variety of ways. To the criticism that essayists offer no 

clear application, they answer that bringing experience into the genre of the essay extends 

writing to life realms, of connecting university writing to well-established frameworks of 

understanding, of schema, of existing life metaphors. An amalgam of this understanding 

would run something like "an unsuccessful attempt at a real essay is better than a 

successful attempt at a mechanistic, artificially governed 'article.'" This "worst day 

fishing is better than the best day working," while valuable as a reversal of genre 

hierarchies, may contribute to more of a split than is necessary between formal academic 

writing and personal essay writing. 

To the second criticism, proponents contend that the organicity of structure of the 

essay, that it forms itself in the writing, is more in line with current theory of text as non

linear, recursive, and discovered. These kind of form can not be transmitted through 

prescription, models, or predetermined. The essay, as a form, lends itself more to the 

notion that interpretation of texts and topic is problematic, and determined, in part, by the 

"perspective—" socio-cultural situatedness, than by a one-to-one correspondence between 

content and subject. Supporter's of the essay, such as Kurt Spellmeyer go a step further, 

advocating a substitution of the essay as a form for the scholarly article. In contrast to 

solipsism described by critics, supporters see part of the essay's form as an intrinsic 

reader-awareness, that an essay cannot succeed without "envisioning the stranger's heart" 

(Atkins). 

The third critique essayists counter with the claim that essays address the larger 

world, and make the most of student experience. An implication of this claim would be 
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that the affective element of student presence takes precedence over the mastery of form. 

Form will follow the interest smdents develop in their subjects. In short "the writing 

subject [is as important] as the subject writing" (Harvey 643). 

I would like to propose a rhetoric of the personal narrative essay that addresses 

several of these questions and issues. The rhetoric would have outcomes that 

problematize the splits between expressive and social approaches to teaching writing, and 

would posit that, in practice, there is less emphasis on the extreme positions and more 

common interest than we tend to acknowledge. 

Walden has been criticized as inspiring mere self-discovery of an internal truth 

that is separate from and hostile to the agora. But Walden and Thoreau's journal can 

also be read as purposive self-reflection for more effective social connection. In his 

journal, he writes: 

I must confess I have felt mean enough when asked how I was to act on 

society, what errand I had to mankind. Undoubtedly, I did not feel mean 

without a reason, and yet my loitering is not without defense. I would fain 

communicate the wealth of my life to men, would really give them what is 

most precious in my gift. I would secrete pearls with the shellfish and lay 

up honey with the bees for them. I will sift sunbeams for the public good. 

I know no riches I would keep back. I have no private good, unless it be 

my peculiar ability to serve the public, (qtd. in Burkett 16) 

Thoreau sees his writing as his work, his contribution to the collective. His self-

reflection yields a harvest of observation, intended to improve the social. His time at 

Walden pond was limited, resulting ultimately in retum, a return to the polis, but with 

critically aware, reflective distance. Reality in Walden, is paradox: it encompasses both 
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an individuality and a responsibility to return from the silence of introspection. Like 

Marx, Thoreau saw the increase of alienation, of separation of we workers from the 

products of our labor. Reality is, for Thoreau, in part, economy. Reality is socio-political 

structures and ideology within which we move and by which we are confined. Reality, 

on one level, can be understood as ideological "noise." This "reality," in terms of 

language, is perceived as transparently representative, like Joan Didion's "physical fact;" 

it is "radical particularity." (Anderson 134) Reality is constraint. Reality is external. 

But, for Thoreau, reality is also something more. The language producing reality 

can embody design, purpose, "conscious endeavor," what Thoreau calls a "father tongue." 

Within the structures in place there is some room for question, for resistance, for 

"counter-memory," for silence. Reality, within the constraints of ideology, includes acts 

of freedom from the merely conditioned or ideological. Reality is commentary, 

perspectival, internal, presentational. 

Thoreau views language as mediating these two realities. Language and what 

Golemba calls Thoreau's "rhetoric of desire" (8), image and exposition, circumstance and 

commentary, detail and argument, story and scene. Embedded in Walden lies a rhetoric 

of mediation, of criticism and construction, of antithesis, of exploding the received while 

partaking in the construction of personal and social narrative. At its most basic, Walden 

advocates that a writer be knowledgeable of her stylistic repertoire, of her subject, and of 

her audience. At its most complex, Walden displays the dialectic between rhetoric and 

poetic, between discourses which serve to normalize and those which push against the 

constraints of power relations. It is a rhetoric of transgression and "extra-vagance," extra 

wandering/wondering, in that in encourages readers to partake in the production of their 

surrounding discourses and consequential social practices. Walden can be read as a 

complex, problematic, precursor of postmodern thought, containing a paradoxical, self-

reflective character that defies what historical critics such as W. Ross Winterowd dismiss 
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in "Transcendental" Walden as merely poetic, feel-good personal essay and poetic 

musing. In short, Walden addresses the question on how, we who are students of critical 

theory, do what Rorty describes, again, as "overcome[ing] authority without claim[ing] 

authority." (105) 

One is to critically examine discourse that is local and immediate. Within that 

discourse, one locates and identifies power relations. Then, within the confines of 

conventions of language, genre, one reframes metaphor and narrative in a more life 

affirming way. Walden posits a negotiation between "simatedness," locating one's self in 

a circumstance, constructing a persona, and the composition of a narrative that is not 

perceived as True with a capital t, but true in a disinterested sense of offering a 

perspective; and if this is part of what instructors ask students to consider when writing a 

personal narrative, then I think Walden qualifies as both literary example and as an 

invitation to undertake the task of that negotiation. Thoreau presents a vision and while 

consciously self-critiquing and locating those assertions in a way that prevents his 

claiming absolute privilege or authority. Thoreau advances a case for the awareness and 

manipulation of language as metaphor, of language as an approximation rather than 

reified absolute. Walden both develops a skepticism of language and offers a re-

appropriation of meaning that is progressive because it is self-reflective, self-critical, and 

continually malleable. 

Walden, viewed as a writer's project, in that it presents a case for contextualizing 

"literacy"; it can be read as simultaneously privileging an ethos of experience-based 

perspective and limiting experience. This paradoxical undertaking has the result of 

expanding the potential of written language to express a perspective and to invite a 

response by limiting that perspective. Developing an awareness of this dynamic has 

"liberatory" potential because because it frees discourse from a solipsitic sense of "right" 

or internal claim to an objective truth. The simultaneous embrace and limitation connects 
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a writer to the making of meaning through interpretive negotiation of reader and writer. 

That is to say, critical awamess of expression and negotiation of meaning free a writer to 

re-create and transform perspective. 

Walden, m other words, engages in a dialectic between individual vision and 

collective convention. On the one hand, the work establishes, through an examination of 

experience, a place within the woods, the words, a place within economic and political 

systems, a place of limitations. Like Freire's description of "misrecognition," in which 

subjects view repressive practices as rational, natural, and necessary, Thoreau throws the 

accepted ideology of commercial New England into the face of his readers. On the other 

hand, Thoreau, inWalden , plumbs this sum of circumstance for words that will serve to 

write his way out of an unconceived, uncritical, unreflective human experience, 

encouragmg readers not to cooperate with an ideological system which robs them of their, 

time, work, and negotiated, personal narrative. 

Stanley Cavell, in his Senses of Walden, advances an argument that Walden is best 

understood as a work about writing, about retrieving from inchoate, unexamined 

experience a persective, or a story, of place and function within the Umitations of 

experience. He suggests that to sustain the tensions between experience and language, or 

what other readers might better understand as what Foucault refers to as subjectivity and 

truth games, Thoreau invokes a set of codes: one being a code that seeks to approximate 

circumstance through the portrayal of literal, historical location, the second laying claim 

to the great, the heroic, the struggle to gain some detachment from and command of 

words, a cxritical literacy. The task Thoreau sets for Walden is both to place readers 

inextricably in a web of collective constructs and to wake readers up. The first code, 

what Thoreau calls the mother tongue remains faithful to an approximation of fact. It is 

the faithful and unquestioning repetition of ideological pattern. The second, the father 
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tongue, becomes a code of reflection, of reading and re-telling circumstance in the service 

of a controlling metaphor, story, or argument. 

In terms of composition, if language and text are viewed as "contained" by 

discourse communities because they are unproblematically transparent, language 

becomes a mere "code" for the teacher to present and for the smdent to master. The role 

of criticism of, resistance against, or critique of social structures in models seeing 

discourse communites as discreet, unproblematic containers of shared language practice, 

is not seen as an ingredient of the development of critical literacy because a code is 

merely representational. We have to recognize the different funcions of these codes as 

either inhibiting critical literacy or enhancing its development. 

Thoreau makes just such a case with his mother and father tongues. 

THE "MOTHER TONGUE" AS A NEUTRAL LITERACY, AS "MISRECOGNITION" 

Paulo Friere's definition of oppression includes a "submersion" in the discourse of 

dominant ideology. The result of this submersion includes "misrecognition" of one's 

simatedness within social structures. The blue-collar support of Reaganomics might 

illustrate misrecognition. Coupled with the submersion is a lack of conscientalizacion, 

or consciousness of one's relation to economic structures, which results in a belief that the 

dominant ideology is "natural," "true," and "necessary." If critical literacy "makes 

problematic the very structure and practice of representation" (Giroux), then 

"misrecognition" can be seen as a counterpart, resulting in an acceptance, even 

cooperation with established norms. The attendant view of language (and of education) is 

that language is neutral, and represents "reality." Education, of course, is simply a means 

of transferring that reality, of "banking" it, depositing it as mere, neutral content. 
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Thoreau situates Walden by opening it with a discussion of economy. The 

chapter is a lament of loss, disconnection, and captivity, alienation. Thoreau defers an 

ability to develop conscious control of language to the ubiquitous, inescapable 

submersion in received ideology. He reveals complicity, of how readers participate in the 

regulation of their own behaviors because of unconscious misrecognition. This portrayal 

of circumstance examines the political structures that form the context of Thoreau's life. 

To do this requires Thoreau to observe with the eyes of a critical ethnographer the 

practices in which he daily participates. This role of critical observer develops out a 

recognition and critique of the subject's position in the complex relations of social order. 

As long as a reader accepts social practices as natural and rational and is uncritically self-

conscious of one's position, that reader speaks the absorbed tongue of an ideology that is 

not recognized as oppressive. 

One could argue that confining the teaching of writing to conventions, with a final 

outcome being successful manipulation of the discourse conventions of the dominant 

culture, perpetuates Thoreau's mother tongue. At the same time, the mother tongue may 

be necessary as a component of literacy training. In other words, in order to actively 

reposition one's self within a structure one must be able to identify, describe, and 

function purposefully within that structure. Thoreau does not contend that the mother 

tongue is unnecessary; he does, however, claim that, by itself, it does not go far enough. 

It does not "push the envelope" of discursive practice sufficiently to liberate readers from 

the discursive forms by both recognizing them and assessing their functions in 

constituting organizational identity. The form of Walden reflects this unwillingness to 

merely accommodate to prevailing genre. 

As an example, Thoreau does not opt for the bourgeois conventions of 

autobiography, citing his triumphs, his education, or his romantic loves. Instead, his life, 

like the lives of those he criticizes, has been one of "quiet desperation" that forms the 
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backdrop to "Economy." It reads, on the one hand, like a litany of defeat. He advocates a 

conscious recognition of one's relationship to the social world as fundamental to 

transforming that relationship. He contends that readers are captive to convention, 

fashion, property, employment, and we live "what is not life." His situatedness and 

description identify and explore an experience of alienation and torpor characteristic of 

unreflective living. Contrary to general perceptions of transcendental writing, Thoreau 

asks us not to rise above these conditions but to descend into them through a critical 

assessment of captivity. He admonishes the reader to "Love life, as mean as it is." He 

situates himself as radical pedagogue, or didactic, painstakingly unraveling the threads of 

ideological weave. This dynamic has many parallels in contemporary theory. For 

example, it could be viewed as a similar to what Foucault calls entering the relations of 

power or what Friere terms "conscientalizacion." It is through this entry into 

circumstance rather than a rising above it that one can establish a location and, in the 

reconstruction of telling, reclaim a power of language. 

This dynamic of locating one's voice within the actual relations to a social world, 

even if that actual is viewed as a construct, provides a kind of landscape, or background 

for one's critically examining that relationship, and forms a basis for transforming that 

relationship. Locating a circumstance in the mother tongue of literal representation serves 

to anchor circumstance in "our condition" (Cavell 16). This anchoring allows access to 

loss, to grief, to a silence of listening rather than absorbing, into reflecting on one's own 

conceptions within the confines and captivity of a solely received language. 

The loss and "lives of quiet desperation," then, are, according to Cavell, best 

understood as political condition and unreflective living. Entering this position and 

naming the experience of that position is a prerequisite for re-writing and re-

experiencing, for the myth-making of experience that becomes the language and work of 
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the father, or of a spiritual resolution to the turmoil and dynamic movement of nanore and 

of a life. 

THE "FATHER TONGUE" AS THE OTHER SIDE OF SILENCE, OF SELF-

REFLECnVE AWARENESS 

When looking at Walden as a negotiation of experience and critical use of 

rhetoric, it is best to begin with Thoreau's chapter "Reading." Here, we see how he 

wants readers to see his work of critical literacy as his "scripture," of finding logos, the 

word. It is here that Thoreau makes his distinction between the "unconscious" mother 

tongue and "a reserved and select expression, too significant to be heard by the ear," 

which is the father tongue. That the father tongue is conscious, selected, and not merely 

heard places it within the realm of the reflective writer, who weighs the sound with an ear 

for meaning, positions them deliberately, "laboriously," as "employment," that is 

"incessant labor," aware of his "work"(67). This vocation of discourse, which Thoreau 

sees as perspective construction, gives words serious, critical properties. They arise from 

a development of critical self-reflection which Thoreau portrays as a precursor to the 

ability to critically examine language an d some of Berlin's call to "challenge the 

ideological codes [students] bring to college" ("Cultural Smdies 51). Words, when 

employed to identify and illuminate the reified nature of social relations, gain "meaning" 

through the process of a negotiated interpretation, which is liberatory in the sense that this 

process allows for a reconstruction of collective thought, of ideology; words used in this 

way allow a limited range of self-reflective assertion. 

His methods for reflection defy some of current views of radical pedagogy in that 

one cannot become aware of one's own place within ideological constructs (Ewald 336). 

Thoreau's conscientalizacion includes a complex mix of doubling—of "selfless self," of 
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standing back as an observer of one's own life— and a construction of a self capable of 

deepened experience. This goal of a deepened, expanded fullness of experience, is what 

Thoreau calls living closer to that which he sees as wild, as transgressing established 

territory and convention. In this transgression, he sees himself as both observer and 

agent, suggesting that we as readers pursue both roles of observer and participant, that we 

live "beside ourselves" (90). Thoreau describes a form of detachment one can develop 

through practice. 

By a conscious effort of the mind we can stand aloof from actions and 

their consequences; and all things, good and bad, go by us like a torrent...! 

may be either the driftwood in the stream, or Indra in the sky looking 

down on it...I only know myself as a human entity; the scene so to speak, 

of thoughts and affections; and am sensible of a certain doubleness by 

which I stand as remote from my self as from another. However intense 

my experience, I am conscious of the presence and criticism of a part of 

me, which, as it were, is not a part of me, but spectator, sharing no 

experience, but taking note of it; and that is no more I than it is you. 

When the play, it may be the tragedy is over, the spectator goes his way. 

It was a kind of fiction, a work of imagination only, so far as he was 

concerned. (91) 

Thoreau alludes to a dramatic quality of self-reflection that echoes some of Burke's 

portrayal of rhetoric as dramatistic. Rhetoric is crucial to self-reflection, because the self 

Burke sees as a dynamic system of becoming, of using symbols in a quest for identity. 

Like Burke, Thoreau asks readers to critically consider their narratives, their plays, their 

roles. As participants and observers, readers are simultaneously immersed in experience 
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and actively constracting experience. This construction is the result of an ear for self 

talk, of listening to the noise of what Burke might call terministic screens-perceptions, 

values, habits— that color experience, and stage the tame reality in which we live. 

Beyond becoming aware of perceptions, Thoreau asks readers to consciously remake 

them. "The universe," Thoreau writes, "constantly and obediently answers our 

conceptions." He then calls for active participation: "Let us spend our lives in 

conceiving then" (65). Reality for Thoreau is, in part, a result of preconception, of 

expectation, of imagination. Using this as a premise, he lays out a plan for remaking 

experience. He presents experience as a phenomenon that is open to interpretation, that 

can, with sufficient examination reveal a "reality" (66). "If you stand right fronting," he 

writes, "and face to face to a fact, you will see the sun glimmer on both its surfaces, as if 

it were a cimeter, and feel its sweet edge dividing you through heart and marrow, and so 

you will happily conclude your mortal career" (66). Thoreau's reality is a dialectic 

between the perceiver and the concrete circumstance. The "glimmer on both its surfaces" 

could be read as the oppositions of this dialectic. One's capacity to imagine existence 

could be seen as contingent upon, and in opposition to, one's location in a discourse 

community or in relations of production. 

The doubling of Walden is one that includes the material world and the 

subjectivity, the heteroglossic sum of identity, in the activity of making sense. Doubling 

places the myths, the stories of knowledge, the framworks of understanding, against a 

contunually changing flux of external stimuli. These stimuli goad and challenge the 

subjectivity and myth to perpetual re-vision of understanding, of "true" frameworks for 

explaining the worid. In short, the doubling requires a self-critical examination of the 

myths that constitute reader "stories" about the material world. The doubling is necessary 

for the capacity to withstand continual change. The cultivation of powers of observation 

is coupled with the necessity to engage with the present moment; the purpose of this 
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opposition is acliieve Thoreau's "constant expectation of the dawn." Stanley Cavell sees 

this doubling as primarily a commitment to the processes of change. "Our first resolve 

should be toward the nextness of the self to the self; it is the capacity not to deny either 

of its positions or attimdes—that it is the watchman or the guardian of itself, and hence 

demands of itself transparence, settling, clearing, constancy; and that it is the workman 

whose eye cannot see to the end of its labors, but whose answerability is endless for the 

constructions in which it houses itself. The answerablity of the self to itself is its 

possibility of awakening" (109). This answerability raises questions beyond the scope of 

this discussion, but could be pursued as a question of ethics, and of critical evaluation of 

purposes. Mikhail Bakhtin, for example, makes references to a "double voicedness" in 

his discussions of approaches to binary oppositions in "Art and Answerability." 

Doubling as a process at work in self-reflective composition and the attendant self 

construction through myth-making seem central to the subjective, expressive, romantic 

rhetoric project. An assumption of these practices implies a degree of detachment from 

ideological production-like a fish aware of the water in which it swims— and of received 

opinion. Thoreau contends that resistance presupposes an experience of "wildemess," 

that in the wildness of potentiality, in silence, is where words find weight and meaning. 

Using the woods as a stage for autobiographical musing, Thoreau pushes beyond his 

imposed limitations of the village into the wild, the unknown, the shifting sands of 

symbolic sense making. Like Edward Abbey, Thoreau pushes the reader toward the wild, 

because nature "reminds us—like rock and sunlight and wind and wildemess-that out 

there is a different world, older and greater and deeper by far than ours, a world which 

surrounds and sustains the little world of men as sea and sky surround and sustain a ship" 

(41). This extension beyond the known disrupts temporal and spatial expectation, 

creating a kind of disequilibrium that allows readers to extend beyond conditioned 

boundaries. This disruption allows a renewed experience of existence, of "seeing [things] 
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as men cannot describe them." Thoreau's referral to renewal, cycles, seasons, of life and 

death invite autobiography as an attempt to define and to name one's part in relation to 

these changes. This heightened sensitivity to senses, surroundings, space and time allow 

the reader to return to the village, to the discourse communities, and to see them again, to 

revise them, to re-enter the relational tension between self and community. 

Thoreau searches Walden woods for words that will expand his life, words that 

will connect it to both the cycles of continual renewal, of the death and rebirth he sees 

surrounding him at Walden Pond and to a constant struggle and contestation between his 

formation as a subject and the collective pressures of ideology. He calls much of popular 

discourse "little reading" (72), the reading of which results in a "dullness of sight, a 

stagnation of the vital circulation's, and .... a general sloughing off of all the intellectual 

faculties" (71). As an alternative, he presses readers to develop a way to be "beside 

ourselves," through "a conscious effort of the mind" (90) that allows readers a critical site 

from which to examine social practice. 

Stanley Cavell, in another, more recent essay, "Politics as Compared to What?" 

contends that Thoreau is able to write the father tongue because he withdraws, from the 

noise of politics and society to inhabit silence (his writing). Cavell goes further to argue 

that this withdrawal is not a mere solipsistic exploration, but in fact rebukes the society 

that Thoreau has left while redeeming it with the metaphor created, through writing, in 

the silence and space of the withdrawal. The writer, as Cavell sees Thoreau, is aware that 

"sitting still, maintaining silence, in what (Thoreau] calls an "attractive spot in the woods' 

('woods' being one of his words for 'words')" (201) allows the writer to construct a vision 

or a perspective on the surrounding circumstance. These words that Thoreau finds pave 

the way to a separation from "our present constitution," or the attachment to literal, 

unquestioned, and unconscious ways of seeing and speaking. Releasing these 

unconscious ways of understanding requires a leap into the chaos of a contingent. 
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incomplete, fluctuating universe that can be only partially ordered by the construction of 

language as metaphor. 

The separation entails both a death of the conventional, the old, the ennui of 

words as literal, unproblematic transmitters of meaning, in order to gain a "redemption" 

through the birth of sense in the metaphor(s). The text, says Cavell is produced "for our 

conversion, based, along with some other things, on an equation between morning (as 

dawning) and mourning (as grieving)" (201). In plain language, to read, redeem, and 

construct the metaphor of Walden requires readers to participate in a dialectic engaging 

the "mother tongue" of literal thought and word, and the "father tongue" of a critical, 

detached, metaphorical sensibility that allows for the contingency of reality and meaning. 

Tmth of literal understanding cohabits with truth through metaphor. Reading Walden is 

more like writing, in that writing can refirame experience within an ideological framework 

in a way that revises experience, not merely describing it, but situating it within 

instimtional and organizational practices. Thoreau's redemption is secular, incomplete, 

constantly generated through a process of observation, description, revision, and critique. 

Thoreau's redemption is a redemption of meaning, of reclaiming from a "language dead 

to degenerate times" an attention to the proximity experience has to language, of 

"rededication to the inescapable and utterly specific syllables upon which we are already 

disposed" (Senses 16). Redemption, in this sense, serves less as an escape than a critical 

reappraisal of the actual. Thoreau's ascension is a return to life after a sojourn in his 

words. 

Thoreau, then, in Walden, is writing himself a place, locating himself in the 

deluge of ideas, ideological "truths" that he constructs within the framework of Walden. 

Using the father tongue is a way to "penetrate [beneath] the surface of things. We think 

that is which appears to be" (65). Thoreau calls readers to see beyond the literal, the 

dogmatic, the accepted, to a dynamic, if disturbing, metaphorically understood "reality." 
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He sees this reality most clearly as the wildness surrounding him and the unexplored 

within him. 

The village, by contrast, can be seen as a metaphor, an extreme case of un-

negotiated, unconscious absorption of ideological message. It is the nonexistent, straw 

figure illustrating the immersion in the bath of ideology. Thoreau reduces and 

characterizes the village as mere, and unreflective convention, as well as the narrow, 

unconscious, literal adherence of word to thing, of words with no silence between them. 

To grow into the father tongue of original metaphor, the writer has to not only leave the 

village, but must give up any claim on an absolute truth of meaning. The writer must 

give up the illusions of literal thought, of words as static labels for "reality," and 

exchange the illusions for the fluctuating uncertainty of constructed, productive 

metaphoric meaning. In short, contrary to much of what Walden seems to be about, the 

writer must detach the self from a sense of the constraints of misrecognition, of the literal 

as given, natural, comprehensive. 

Defying literal reading allows Walden to mean as Walden Pond or circumstance, 

as construction of persona, and as a metaphor for writing. When Thoreau sees the loon in 

"Brute Neighbors" he sees Himself the writer, who has come to "moult and bathe in the 

pond" (155). He is hunted by convention and habit as the loon is hunted "by at least ten 

men to one loon." The loon is out-numbered as Thoreau is outnumbered by "the masses 

of men," instead "finding it wholesome to be alone the greater part of the time" (91). The 

loon is changing, molting, as Thoreau strives far an "elastic and vigorous thought," (60) 

and a rejection of an emphasis on clothes and appearance. "Our moulting season," he 

writes, "like that of fowls, must not be a crisis in our lives. The loon retires to solitary 

ponds to spend it" (15). He argues for being "a new wearer of clothes," rather simply 

having new clothes. 
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Thoreau sees in the loon the work of the writer in that part of making meaning 

with language requires "extravagance," movement beyond the limitations of collective 

routines of thought and cliche. He works and advocates a metaphorical solitude, in the 

water of the psyche, of change, of flucmation, calling on contingent gods to preserve him 

from sleep and unconscious reproduction and manipulation of discourse conventions. 

Thoreau pursues the loon, himself, the writer, but does not completely catch her or arrive 

at a fixed destination. He can pursue himself, represent himself, but will only succeed in 

approximating a definitive representation. 

Walden defies literal readings to preserve its own impermanence. One has to 

remember that Thoreau's work at Walden Pond was the expression of impermanence. He 

went. He observed, Ustened, made notes, found some controlling idea through which to 

present his vision. He left. Then he re-worked, re crafted, reframed his project until it 

gained and questioned its own definition. His project he called an exercise in living 

between "two great eternities: the past and the present," and that "God himself 

culminates in the present moment, and will never be more divine in the lapse of all the 

ages" (65). His project was one of attending to a presence of negotiated, fluid 

construction of meaning. He presents the impermanence and contingency of that 

meaning. He, like his readers, has little else, beyond a brief moment of silence, of self-

conscious reflection on experience, on which to construct his metaphor, his critique, his 

articulation of a constantly recreated contest between the constraining structures of 

ideology and a stab at the "liberation" implied in critical awareness of discursive 

practices. 
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GENRE AND THE DEVELOPMENT OF SELF-REFLECTIVE CRITICAL 

LITERACY 

When considering critical literacy, one realizes that genres are embedded in 

political contexts and purposes. This section will explore some of the dissonance 

between the languages, epistemologies, and forms of the "essay" and "article." While 

developments in critical theory have portrayed the essay as a form of argument while 

poking holes in the notion of a self-contained article, the disjunction between the two 

continues to agitate against coherent methodologies of teaching. 

This section will explore the possibility that social-epistemic rhetoric and 

expressive rhetoric are the rhetorics of the article and of the essay as well as being the 

current manifestation of an ongoing dynamic between a rhetoric of norms, or what 

Foucault calls "discursive formation rules" and a rhetoric of resistance to professional 

norms that can best be called "private," "personal," or "perspectival." For the purposes 

of discussion, it will separate them as different languages. One language is that roughly 

encompassed as "impersonal," "objective," "scientific" while the other is "personal," 

"subjective," and "mythological" in the sense relying on interpretive meaning. The 

epistemology of the article relies heavily on a logos appeal, strives for a self-contained 

framework of abstraction, and is Utopian in the sense of being "universal," perfect much 

in the way a mathematical equation is perfect. The voice of the article tends to be 

objective. By contrast, the essay tends to be characterized as open-ended, discursive, 

transactional, dialogic—with the reader invited to answer back, relying more on ethos. 

These distinctions are extreme and do not exist in a pure form, but do exists as 

tendencies, and influence current debates in composition studies. They show up for 

example in questions addressing a conflict between teaching the practices of "writer" 
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versus those of "academic" (Elbow "On Being a Writer"), between a view of text as 

"created" by influences of imagination and view of text as "determined" by historical 

context. Below is a rough breakdown of the characteristic features as they are opposed 

and discussed in this chapter. 

Essay--(Expressive Rhetoric) Article—(Social 

Rhetorics) 

-Romantic 

-imperfect narrative structure 

-mythical 

-personal 

-organic, natural 

-Social, Classical 

-perfect, Utopian 

abstraction 

-scientific 

-objective 

-linear, artificial 

These distinctions are, of course, arbitrary, and fail to describe the synthesis between the 

two genres and their characteristics that often inhabit acmal text. Despite this, the 

opposition serves as the subject for much current debate in the field. How it has been 

addresses by various figures is worth examining. 

Rhetorical history could be described an account of an uneasy, dialectical 

opposition and alliance between these two epistemoiogies, languages, and rhetorics. This 

opposition can be approached in a number of ways. Winterowd's history, for example 

portrays them as separate, even antagonistic. He see this dialectic as forming poles of an 

opposition that hold no common ground. Another model might see the opposition as a 

weave, inhabiting a particular context, or as "contact zones" where the opposition is one 

that is acknowledged and negotiated. These two models affect reading and may depend 
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on a reader's theoretical (or theatrical) persuasion. These two uneasy poles will be 

understood here as unable to arrive at any stasis, but rather mutually define each other in 

their opposing definitions of power, discourse, language and constructions of subjectivity. 

In other words, this discussion will advance and advocate a view that both the 

article and the essay are informed by valid "rhetorics" because both are "fictions," 

constructed metaphors of experience, epistemology, reality, and create in their adherents 

a noetic worldview. Although in opposition to each other, each offers necessary function 

and purposes to the teaching of writing. For instance, an expressive view of rhetoric 

values eloquence as necessary, even liberatory as a means of symbolic action and 

motivation. The rhetoric of the article could be read as viewing eloquence as situated, 

loaded with political agenda, even manipulative. It is suspicious of eloquence as 

potentially dangerous. This dynamic of imaginative assertion and discursive criticism 

can be forwarded as a healthy rhetoric. Pedagogy is placed in the unenviable position of 

tension between these dialectical oppositions, requiring that instruction of writing be a 

negotiation between the personal and the social, the private and the public uses of 

discourse, and advances the claim that the construction of a self proceeds in tandem with 

a construction of knowledge. 

This model has certain implications for pedagogy. Plainly put, a rhetoric capable 

of informing the complex activity of teaching writing must view oppositions between the 

concrete practices of pedagogy as hermeneutically paired with a continually skeptical, 

striving theory. This kind of dialectical relationship between skepticism and a 

maintaining a conviction toward a practice of regeneration and revision of meaning 

embody a paradox. Paradox seems a figure capable of describing the teaching of writing 

as the construction of both situated relativism and stylistic grace. 

Paradox, however, may reflect a certain naivete. A union of oppositions betrays 

political forces that keep them divided. The model of separation is supported by an 
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argument resting on a deep schism between historically opposing epistemologies and 

discursive forms. The epistemologies inform views of discourse and power. They 

surface as conflicting "languages," with conflicting "realities" and "rationalities." At the 

risk of generalizing to the point of uselessness, one results as a regularity of method while 

the other is capricious, "wild." One informs a discourse based on cultural conventions, 

mechanistically reproducing "set" ways of organizing, presenting "facts." The logic 

behind this form usually strives for "clarity," creating a closed, unassailable, linear 

framework. The opposing form presents itself as "organic," less governed by 

preconception, relying on a problematic, recursive, gap filled structure. 

The work of Thoreau can be read with a focus on the conflicting languages at 

work in these differing genre. This type of reading can examine how nonfiction 

"scientific" language, that lays claim to a "fact," interacts with, or is set against a 

language of reversal, of undoing and complicating of specific, scientific, literal reference. 

These two "tongues" will be read as inhabiting both text and context. Together they 

create a dynamic tension of discourse, a tension that drives the making of understanding 

between readers and writers. 

Thoreau can be read as espousing a definition of language that invites readers to 

engage in the making of meaning, by encouraging that meaning making through the 

inclusion of "holes" in text, as providing a framework of thought readers can identify and 

resist. This opposition between framework and gap, between reference and suggestion 

can be seen as raising a question of ethics of interpretation, of a "morality" of meaning 

making. For Thoreau the invitation can be seen as one to participate in the "pretty game" 

he plays with the loon in "Brute Neighbors." In this scene, Thoreau, in the role of reader, 

pursues his loon, the writer, but the game is a thorny one, demonstrating some of the 

difficulties of decoding. "Suddenly your adversary's checker disappears beneath the 

board, and the problem is to place yours nearest to where his will appear again"(56). The 
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writer eludes easy or complacent prediction. In like manner, Thoreau sees language a 

dynamic of physical description, of reference to solid "fact," and as laden with 

indeterminacy. 

This dynamic he sees as necessary to engage the reader in the making of meaning, 

and to liberate the reader from settled patterns of thought. He draws upon nature to 

provide a reference separate from human systems. Like Thoreau who looks to wildness 

for another context, Tyler Miller relies on the "otherness" nature to unsettle complacent 

thinking. 

We need wildness, I believe, as an environment of humility. Civilization 

breeds arrogance. A modem human, armed with a checkbook, television, 

and four-wheel-drive feels like a demi-god. It is good to be reminded in 

wilderness of our true stams as member- not master—of the namral world. 

It is good to re-kindle the sense of restraint and limits that has been 

obscured by technological optimism. It is good to see natural powers and 

processes greater than our own. The lessons of such experiences are 

precisely what are needed if human-environment relations are to be 

harmonious and stable in the long run. Wilderness, then is a profound 

educational resource, schooling over-civilized humans in what we once 

knew but unfortunately forgot. (475) 

The use of namre as counter-reference to human systems provides language with 

strategies to resist ideologically bound conventions and reference. In other words, 

language can be seen as a reflection of processes of nature as well as collective 

convention. Walden has been read as reflecting some of the dynamic processes of nature, 

having "attempted to present readers with a text that mirrored the nature that Thoreau 
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perceived. A pine tree might inspire, and so might a proverb; a frozen sand bank might 

melt, and so might a thought; a fog might evaporate into ether, and so might an idea; a 

bog might mire a traveler, and so might an exhortation to the reader" (Golemba 226). 

This concern for nature as an influence puts Thoreau in good company. His discourse of 

nature is a discourse of opposition between received language and a language that is 

idiosyncratic, or reflective, because it deals with an "other," something not circumscribed 

by the certainty of social understanding. In the most reduced terms, the conflicting 

rhetorics embraced by Thoreau are rhetorics of the internal, the self-reflective, and the 

rhetorics of the external, the social, the give and take of the political forum. This section 

will describe a dialogic reading of some of this collision and will argue that to separate 

them is dangerous, and can undermine a pedagogy based on a critical awareness of the 

uses of discourse. 

This view of the rhetorics of Thoreau as a marriage of idealism and pragmatics, as 

a dialogic dynamic, of twin threads of influence, implies a framework of negotiated 

duality, of creative tension resulting from contrast within the history of rhetoric and 

discourse, and, in a sense, could be accused of espousing essentialist categories. This 

project will take the view, however, that continual negotiation occurs, and could be called 

"essential," but that like Paul de Man's definition of text, rhetoric "allows for two 

incompatible, mutually self-destructive points of view, and therefore puts an 

insurmountable obstacle in the way of any [final] reading or understanding" (Allegories 

131), and is continual approximation of resolution. Although "essential," these 

oppositions culminate only in change, in re-formation. The point of discourse becomes 

the discussion, not the final solution. 

In addition, the reflexivity possible employing postmodern study of discursive 

formation is a novel and relatively recent phenomena. The dynamic system of meaning 

making advanced by some postmodern pedagogies may be useful to teachers in that it 
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implies a shift in emphasis away from binaries such as "ideal" and "pragmatic," opting 

instead for a study of the context of meaning making. Useful because, it can provide a 

lens through which to view oppositions as forces in continual flux rather than "true" or 

not. Nietzsche's view that no language can be unrhetorical, and that truth is "a moving 

army of metaphors, metonymies and anthropomorphisms, in short, a summation of 

human relationships that are being poetically and rhetorically sublimated..." ("On Truth 

and Lie in an Extra-Moral Sense" 105). 

CONCLUSION 

The rhetoric of Thoreau is one that pushes readers toward a critical use of 

language, a use of language that can negotiate a subjectivity, a perspective, and can use 

that perspective to negotiate a fuller understanding through negotiation with exterior 

voices. He urges readers to develop this perspective by paying close attention to the 

local, the low, the immediate, and to consider the gap between reflections on observed 

detail and ideological, collective narrative. He then pushes readers to fUl that gap with an 

examination and a re-negotiation of narratives of the self and of the social world. He 

asks his readers to re-configure the relationship beginning with the construction of a 

metaphor, a myth, better suited to an "art of living." His critical literacy pushes readers 

away from an unconscious cooperation and compliance with ideological structures and 

practices toward a conscious recognition and re-vision of the relationship that better 

describes the world one inhabits. Construction of these forms requires abandoning views 

of language as fixed, natural, and literal, substimting them for views of language as 

metaphorical, constructed both socially and through reflection, silence, meditative calm. 

Thoreau's rhetoric includes a cycle of return, of rebirth of recursive movement between 

reflection and action, theory and praxis. His is a rhetoric of dynamic withdrawal and 

return, of cycle between theory thought and action. 
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Contrary to readings that contend that Thoreau's rhetoric is merely subjective, that 

it is involved with "discovery of the self' (Berlin 146) through a complex interplay 

between language and vision, and that somehow this formation or discovery of a self is 

divorced from social and practical concerns, Thoreau can be read as advancing a rhetoric 

of critical literacy with a foundation in experience. Rather than advocating a self which is 

divorced from human affairs, he constructs a language that is both medium and outcome 

of relation between a subject and socially framed ideologies. He advocates a tongue based 

on a critical awareness of language, discourse forms, and one's "situatedness" within 

those forms. He sees literacy as part of a discursive, dialectic process of description, 

position, and critique. 

Thoreau, I will argue, like Berlin, wants his readers to be consciously aware of the 

processes of language and communication so that they are not unconsciously controlled 

by it. The personal essay, by extension, explores much of this tension between a 

collective, received identity and one that is reflective, idiosyncratic. Part of what can 

make nonfiction literary is a heightened sense of negotiating these opposing tongues in a 

way that provides a perspective within collective codes, poetics within rhetoric. I think 

we, as teachers should keep this tension in mind when we ask students to approximate the 

effectiveness of literary essays—the truth games arising from subjectivity. It should be 

stressed here that the persona students construct in their writing is not, as James Berlin 

and other language historians would have us believe, merely a romantic notion, a reified 

ideal, or arising from "the isolated writer," rooted in conservative, bourgeois culture, one 

who is separate from, and in opposition to social and political questions. The persona 

that one finds in Walden is the paradoxical discourse of the mother and the father, of 

burgeoning, modem, skeptical awareness. At the basis of this awareness is a 

consolidation through practice of words as metaphor gleaned from experience in one's 

lifeworld. Walden invites entry into and break from, or a negation of, transmission of 
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convention as the sole source of discourse; this break enters a type of solitude or silence 

out of which persona and point of view can be constructed. We must know that the 

persona that is created comes with a cost and a benefit: the loss of certainty of opening 

one's eyes to circumstance, the benefit being one of gaining the ambiguity and 

perspective of self-critically aware language practices. 

This brief, eclectic, and wide-ranging discussion has attempted to illustrate some 

of the tendencies in the field of rhetoric to embrace or eschew a dynamism of dialectical 

opposition. The discussion has strived to reveal the conflict on levels of text, figure, and 

field; it could be extended to include individual smdent papers, assignments, and 

methods. In short, discourse, in all forms, is laden with the languages of 

academics/science and writer/myth. 

The current work of Patricia Bizzell, Mary Louise Pratt, Joseph Harris. Kurt 

Spellmeyer, and many others is addressing the need for English smdies, composition, in 

particular, to inhabit the "contact zones" of a dialectic. However, we have not yet arrived 

at a rhetoric capable of sustaining the strain of dialogical exchange, of embodying the 

"subject positions" of poststructural understanding. The dangers of "claiming truth" in 

forms of airtight argument or of solipsistic relativism persist. Both are pathologies-in 

the sense that each undermines a healthy dialectic— that tend to, if carried to extreme 

form, silence dialogue and opposition. A larger view of rhetoric will have to be founded 

on a theory acknowledging a metaphorical component in the negotiation of meaning, 

recogizing that act as the primary function of language. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

IMPUCATIONS FOR TEACHING: 

WORKING WITH THE DISCOURSES OF SELF AND CULTURE 

An implication of using dialogic views of rhetoric as a foundation for teaching is the 

need to revisit theories of the self and its relation to discourse. Exploring the relations of 

self or identity as, at least partially, a product of discursive influences and structures will 

seem new to most smdents, particularly students who enroll in a "personal writing" course. 

They may see such a course as exploring expressions of a self that already exists, 

somewhere, inside, rather that seeing personal writing as a means of exposing a "self in 

flux, in transition, and highly shaped by the "voices" of experience. 

The design for a course to explore dialogic influences on subjectivity and personal 

writing would incorporate theory into the study of the personal essay as a means to unpack 

the influences of discourse of such features as identity, values, concepmal frameworks for 

understanding the lifeworld, and the construction of a perspective. Thomas Recchio writes 

in "A Dialogic Approach to the Essay" that: 

In considering the place of the essay in the college, it would be useful to 

clear away the excessive baggage that has acculumulalted around the 

categorizing of the essay as form and to define the essay as a kind of writing 

that reflects most openly the straggle of individual writers to harmonize the 

conflicting demands of the self, language, and experience.... to engage 

them through the essay in the dialogue of discourse, teaching the essay as 
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means , an approach to interacting with written texts, the texts of students' 

own language and the texts of their experience. (280) 

A result of such an approach would make discourse and its messages, discourse the content 

while the personal essay would be the form. An advantage of such an approach would be 

the critical approach to both the notion of inner subjectivity and the unalterable and exterior 

nature of published text. Both the self and forms of published work would be approached 

as negotiations between competing "voices" in particular contexts. Using discourse as 

content would push students to engage with their subjectivities and others' texts in a 

dialogue, balancing a personal vision or stance with published discourse. The resulting 

leveling of text would then encourage a species of struggle that would replace blanket, and 

unproblematic, acceptance or rejection of published work. In short, essays, and other 

forms, would not maintain their unassailable status as artifact and model, but would be 

seen as products arrived at in a particular context. 

Students would become participants in the production of discourse rather than mere 

consumers. They would be placed squarely in the center of shifting discourse, and could 

then transfer this simatedness, this authority as a writer and reader, to other discursive 

sites. They might see all discourse as negotiated and problematic. 

This chapter will consider the opening days of a course looking at personal and 

public discourses, and will use as an example an essay by Vivian Gomick, "Twice an 

Outsider: On Being Jewish and a Woman" (Tikkun 29-34) to introduce both the form of 

the personal essay and the relation of self to surrounding discourses. 

DISCOURSES OF THE SELF 

Gomick's essay works well for introducing the concept of discourse as a shaping 

force of identity because her essay explores specific features of identity. Gomick looks 
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specifically at her Jewishness and gender, but students could be pushed to consider such 

elements as sexual preference, social class, peer influences, race, ethnicity, body type, or 

other feature of a composite of identity. Below is a sample of an assignment sheet for the 

first paper of the course; 

ASSIGNMENT SHEET-ENGLISH 217 

ESSAY ONE 

THE DISCOURSES OF THE SELF-AN EXPLORATORY NARRATIVE 

ESSAY 

The first fiill-blown essay of the semester will require that you do some 

extensive self-examination of the "voices" that have influenced the complex, 

shifting sense of self we call identity. You will be expected to identify, elaborate, 

analyze, and connect specific voices to the formation of aspects of your identity. 

For example, Vivian Gomick wrestles with the contradictory voices of successful 

male Jewish writers and artists to better understand her own values. The 

exploration is contradictory because, on one hand, the voices "liberate" and affirm 

her as a Jew, but repress and discount her as a woman. 

Content: The voices you explore can come from almost any source. You 

may want to consider significant, close figures in your life such as family or close 

friends. Or you may want to consider influential voices such as teachers, coaches, 

neighbors, or other people you have known at a greater distance than family 

members. You may want to go global and explore media voices such as Rush 

Limbaugh or Bruce Springsteen or Hootie and the Blowfish. The guiding impulse 
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here should be one of influence. And the richest sites of influence tend to be those 

of disjunction, where old notions have suddenly collapsed and a new framework of 

understanding has to be erected. Within these sites of adjustment, disconnection, 

and uncertainty, there is a lot happening that we may or may not be aware of. This 

assignment asks you to look at the workings ot discourse in these areas. Some 

questions you might consider: What voices have moved you? What voices have 

challenged you? What voices have pissed you off? What voices have you 

struggled with or been inspired by? 

The controlling elements of identity will be something of a challenge. The 

big categories include gender, ethnicity, social class, sexual preference, physical 

form, looks, personality type—all the smff we can't escape from. Other categories 

can be more flexible, such as job titles, What it means to be a truck driver or a farm 

worker can be rich excavation sites. In short, about any aspect of identity can 

work, if supported with the attendant explorations into the language games at work 

with your choice. 

Persona: The ethos of a personal narrative essay derives authority from 

its self-reflective attempts at honest exploration of the unknown. It gets authority 

from investigating the surrounding world very closely, mulling over and ruminating 

on some of the ordinary, low, unexamined material of experience. It lays no claim 

to objective truth but does carry the audiority of sense and experience. The first 

person of a personal essay tries to find something out about herself or himself in 

relation to the world of experience. Gornick explores and limits her responses to 

various situations. She doesn't look away or opt for an easy out or moral. She 

doesn't recommend that people not drive drunk or tell kids to stay in school. Those 
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are easy stances to take and do not reflect the indeterminate search of a personal 

essay. 

Structure and Strategy; The structure of an essay should fit its topic. 

The strategies or narration, description, analysis and commentary, dialogue, and 

others should all be arranged to highlight the point (s) you want to make. Gomick 

explores her stams as a woman through her discovery of her Jewishness. We have 

to see her Jewishness to follow her through her choosing to make a stand on her 

womaness. We can identify more easily with Jewishness because, in a sense, it's 

terrain that has already been won, and is no longer stigmatized. 

Gomick illustrates her subject with specific scenes and with lucid analysis. 

She moves in and out of scenes, but always explore her idea. The structure of her 

essay reflects this exploration. 

Nitty Gritty: The essay should be between 1250 and 1500 words (5-7 pages, 

double-spaced) and should explore a connection between "voices" and some aspect 

(s) of your identity. This exploration should find a focus, or controlling feamre 

such as Gomick's "outsidemess" that can serve as a unifying idea. Your grade will 

be based on how well you negotiate the features of content, persona, and narrative 

strategies in the service of effectively exploring your subject and presenting that 

subject to the class as an audience. 

Using Gomick's essay as a sample, students identify and discuss some of the 

features of how her identity is shaped by the influential voices around her. The "voices" in 

Gomick's essay take many forms. The historical moment of post-war cultural change. 
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family, high school friends, neighbors, writers, actors, comedians, and Gomick's capacity 

for analysis all interact to affect and shape Gomick's movement toward a conscious 

identity. She stages Jewishness against being a woman, thoroughly exploring the terrain 

of Jewishness at the opening of the essay. 

When I was growing up, the whole world was Jewish. The heroes were Jewish 

and the villains were Jewish. The landlord, the doctor, the grocer, your best 

fnend, the village idiot, the neighbor hood bully: all Jewish It was a small, 

tight hyphenated world that we occupied, but I didn't know that; I thought it was 

the world. (29) 

Her opening launches her walkabout into the definition of what Jewish is the larger context 

of city and national culture. The destination, or clearly articulated "thesis" of this 

walkabout is less important than the articulation of the journey, or the stages of negotiation 

of a protean "identity" between competing voices. This journey toward definition is the 

critical component, or central question of the essay. Her narrative is inductive: she is 

observing and writing to find out where it is that she is going. The finding is something of 

a negotiation between her experience and the voices that influence her. The discourse she 

finds is both multi-voiced and charged with consequence for her identity as Jewish and as a 

woman. Her perception, her voice, interacts and collides with the voices of a racist and 

sexist culture. 

One evening, she and her family are driving when another car sideswipes hers. 

The resulting exchange speaks volumes. 
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My uncles swore softly. My father, in whose lap I was sitting, said out the 

window at the speeding car, "That's all right. Nothing but a bunch of kikes in 

here." In an instant I knew everything. I knew there was a world beyond beyond 

our streets, and in that world my father was a humiliated man, without power or 

standing. (29) 

Gomick's text of experience becomes the content of her essay. Yet her subjectivity of 

realization escapes solipsism through telling, through language written to a reader. The 

root of her experience is her father's voice, triggered in tum, by larger cultural voices that 

can be traced back as an unending stream of conversation, of which Gomick is the latest 

and most recent participant. 

She doesn't follow a preset form through the essay, but advances her examination 

through the changes in perceptions of Jewishness. She demonstrates that because of the 

war, because of the success of writers and artists such as Saul Bellow, Philip Roth, 

Woody Allen, and Mel Brooks that Jewishness loses its stigma, ceases to evoke the feeling 

of "outsidemess." Gomick identifies a condition that is not derived form a text, but that is 

emotionally informed. She uses the idea to unify her circuitous narrative: 

Outsidemess is the daily infliction of social invisibility. From low grade 

humiliation to life-threatening aggression, its power lies in the way one is seen, and 

how that in tum affects the way one sees oneself. When my father heard the word 

"kike" the life force within him shriveled. When a man on the street makes animal

like noises at me, or when a man at a dinner table does not hear what I say, the 

same thing happens to me. This is what makes the heart pound and the head fill 

with blood. This is how the separation between world and self occurs. This is 
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outsidemess alive in the daily way. It is here, on the issue of being a woman, not a 

Jew, that I must hold my ground. (123) 

Gomick's resistance to received messages of identity is possible only because she 

cultivates and sustains a discussion between her subjectivity and an outside experience. 

She transcends and comes to understand her situatedness through a dialogic tension 

between an intemal discomfort and a social, ideological construct. She sees that if she can 

sustain that dialogue, that interaction, she can affect and even transform her relation and 

stance toward it. Interestingly, outsidemess is only possible when the link between 

subjectivity and the world is severed, when dialogue and recognition of a subjectivity, 

disintegrate. 

Gomick's essay succeeds in demonstrating how discourse is closely connected to 

forms subjectivity takes. Her rhetorical strategies of narrative, analysis, arguing, and 

exfoliating a snapshot of a changing all identity all serve as entries into writing a personal 

narrative essay on identity in discursive contexts. A discussion in class of Gomick's 

ethos, her dramatic tension of negotiation, and narrative strucmre, all help set the stage for 

an assignment asking students to uncover some of the relation between discourse and 

subjectivity. 

The first assignment would ask students to consider the discourses of subjectivity 

as the first circle of discursive investigation. Like Gomick, they would explore the 

competing voices that have contributed to the identity they call "self" The essays would be 

limited by both content (competing voices) and of some aspect of identity (something 

Gomick's "outsidemess"). They would also consider some of the rhetorical elements and 

strategies of this kind of writing. The persona driving the investigative motive of a 
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personal essay, the controUmg metaphor (s) of an essay and the organic "fit" between the 

topic and the structure would all be explored. 

Firstly, the ethos of personal writing is fundamentally dialogic in that it is 

horizontal, inviting exchange. Gomick situates herself neither above nor below the reader, 

but beside, conversing about an experience. She is self critical rather than self-righteous, 

questioning her motives and her doubts while advancing her assertions. When she disrupts 

a diimer party she describes in the essay to draw attention to the subtexts of hierarchy in 

gender interactions, she "tastes ashes" of shame. She is swinuning against a stream of 

conditioned behaviors and feels the consequences of defying her own wiring. She avoids 

the trap of pedantry and self-righteous dogma, opting instead for a representation of 

complex and contradictory urges. 

Her persona, though implicated in the dramas she describes, also stands back. She 

takes the role of observer to closely portray and illustrate the small features of her 

experience. She develops a capacity for perception by standing back from the inertia of 

ideological noise to hear herself think. This is something of a lonely and melancholy place 

from which to write. Her ethos conveys the cost of reflecting on what we take as a given 

and seeing it as an illusion. It is reminiscent of Richard Shelton's poem "The Outsider:" 

I was raised in a state 

of mind where those who know 

nothing are sure about everything. 

I migrated, with difficulty, 

into a state of indecision. 

But I will never be forgiven 

by those I left behind. 
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They said I was a fool to leave. 

They were right. I left a land 

where everyone is blind and doesn't 

know it, and moved to a land 

where everyone sees he is blind. (Shelton 32) 

This seeing one is blind seems to be a critical component of a dialogic essay. The persona 

takes on a stance of self-reflexivity to examine the self as a character shaped by discourse. 

A species of reflective melancholy results from the letting go of the illusions of an 

autonomous self/ego that is seen as independent from the workings of ideology and 

discourse. 

Secondly, the story of discourses of the self may be a story of revealing layers of 

subjectivity in context. Philip Lopate in his anthology The Art of the Personal Essay writes 

that "the 'plot' of a personal essay, its drama, its suspense, consists in watching how far 

the essayist can drop past his or her psychic defenses toward deeper levels of honesty" 

(xxv). While "honesty" is problematic, the dynamic of self-revelation bears examination. 

Gomick defines her position of outsider and woman as more important than 

outsider and Jew because the territory of dignity needing to be won as a Jew has akeady 

been won. Her essay can be read as the story of the unfolding of this realization and the 

subsequent changes in her discursive relations. 

This discovery can be presented as the content, or the "argument" that holds a 

dialogic essay together. The essay, m other words, is not a collection of freely associated 

representations of "voices," but is a rumination using voices on a particular aspect of 

perception. The content and function of a dialogic essay is highly interpretive and 
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epistemic. The writer interprets the influence of voices on his or her identity and perception 

by setting off to write about it, not knowing where he or she will end up. 

Finally, the structure of a dialogic narrative is flexibly organic, if not protean. The 

essayist changes tack on his or her subject by changing voices, moving alternately from 

narrator, to commentator, to analyst, to storyteller, to comic, depending on the needs of the 

subject. Ideally, the form reflects the purposes and content of the essay to demonstrate the 

negotiations and tension at work in the subject. For example, Gomick backs into her 

subject of taking a stance as a woman by illustrating her perceptions as a Jew. There, 

again, is no indication at the beginning, where the essay will end up. Gomick moves 

back and forth between the individual and the universal to better define the boundaries of 

her subject. We see her apply views of the holocaust to polite dirmer conversation only to 

retreat to her ruminations on how she orders, ranks, and arranges her perceptions. 

In conclusion, a dialogic approach to the personal essay would strive to highlight its 

interactive nature. It is a negotiation between an actively observing subjectivity with 

extemal discourse and social relations. The essay should be treated as a "form," nor as 

mere opinion, but as an exercise in perceiving discourse as structured and writing as a 

craft. The dialogic essay also problematizes the boundaries between "subjective" and 

"objective" writing and examines instead the relation between subjectivity and externality in 

discursive contexts. The movement of the essay from description and narration of extemal 

events to reflective analysis and commentary reveals some of this relation. Ideally, writing 

this kind of essay can give smdents the authority to question the context and negotiated 

nature of all text, making them critical readers, writers, and shapers of cultural discourse. 
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Glossary 

Critical Awareness: an understanding of language which acknowledges that meaning is 
never fixed, but is a result of negotiation and social practices that govern representation. 
Critical awareness assumes that both a critical stance toward language and a vantage point 
that resists ideological conditioning are possible. If they weren't, acts resisting ideological 
forms wouldn't exist, nor would agents be able to choose which acts to undertake. But no 
act or ethical imperitive is finally and completely justifiable; rather they are approximations 
continually re-negotiated and re-defined. 

Deconstructioii: a view of "reality" as a "play of signifiers" rather than pre-existing in 
any objective way that can be represented by language. 

Discourse: understanding of language in particular contexts. Views of discourse can be 
range from "closed," or monologic, to "open," or contingent, subject to negotiation in a 
seen of social languages. For this discussion, discourse carmot be separated from social 
practice. It is not viewed in opposition to, or apart from, situations in which languages 
compete. Discourse, however, is not total, but involves thinking agents that can affect and 
change it. 

Enlightenment: an historical era and condition in which representation of reality could be 
achieved through "objective," "clear," language. 

Functional Literacy; a goal of teaching, an objective of preparing students to succeed 
within established social systems without questioning those systems or structures. 

Language: a linguistic system that performs a mutiplicity of ftmctions. Language is often 
viewed as "merely" conveying information, as transparent. Postmodem views of 
language, by contrast, see it as central to how reality is understood and formed by language 
practice. 

Literacy; a means of organizing, inscribing, and containing meaning. Literacy can never 
be "neutral," or separate from social relations and structure, and is poilitical in Aat it can 
help perpetuate or critically examine social structures. 

Modem: a literary period that describes an outlook in which an interpretable world exists 
along with autonomous individuals who can successfully represent it using a linearity of 
thought Modernism privileges aesthetic representations that make the familiar "new" or 
"firesh." The modem tends not to question political forces at work behind representation 
and discourse formation. 

Postmodem: another sucessive literary era in which a shared, universal "truth" is 
questioned. Truth is instead contingent on a vantage point, on location, social class, 
education, gender, or ethnicity, shiffing investigations of tmths from a discoverable 
conceptual framework, method of inquiry, or knowable "reality," to an investigation of 
social relations and functions of language. Two characteristics of postmodem thought 
most interest this dissertation; its emphasis on subjectivity in the interpretation of reality 
and the opposing characteristic of locating meaning in social circumstances. The interaction 
of these two opposing forces contribute to a model of knowledge as an act, as an event that 
has both "material and interpretive dimensions" (Carlson). 
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Rhetoric: a means of studying language or more widely understood as the study of 
communication. Rhetoric here implies the study of the uses of language in context, and 
how language motivates and "acts." Rhetoric can also be viewed as a system considering 
views of re^ty, language, knowledge (Berlin). 

Situatedness: a concept that places knowledge within the domains of perspective and of 
lived experience. 

Subjectivity; a site from which negotiation with text or discursive convention is carried 
out. Meaning is emergent transaction between subjectivity, which is idiosyncratic, with 
simation. Lzmguage mediates the perception and synthesis of meaning making. Meaning 
comes out of experience with text or au^ence. While certain patterns will characterize 
inscription by the subject, the subject is "free" to some extent to construct a reading, 
particularly in questionable areas of texts such as contradictions, gaps, or voids for which 
the reader has no previous experience. 
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