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ABSTRACT

Composition research is stili:a.rélatively new'fiéid.
Therefqre, compdsition ihstructors have often relied on the
assumptions found in_reléted_disciplines.-But'it is posSiblé
that many of those assumptions work against the essential
elements of éoﬁposition instruction; In particular,
composition instructors have turned to literary criticism
when they sought theories, principals, and direction. So,
it is imperative to understand the ways various ideas of
literary criticism can affect the composition classroom.

Further( it is imperative to understand that there are
other fields of research that can offer insight for
composition instructors and their students. One such piece
of research comes from the language and philosophy studies
of Donald Davidson. His explanation of "passing theory"
yields a remarkabie parallel to beliefs about the actual
process of composing.  In addition, his theory presupposes
meaning while literary criticism often poses such difficult
questions to meaning as to render meaning-meaningless.

If composition instructors are to ask students to write
and re-write, then their reasons for asking must be built on
assumptions that will support the request. Otherwise

students may come to doubt the validity of revision, and
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from there they may come to doubt their own ability to

understand or be understood.
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CHAPTER I

v"Student erters:and M’gnlngﬂﬁ;ﬂf

Studles 1n comp051tlon are centered in. meanlng, but
v'h’_ytlon has only recently been "-'w'f:‘

;,stud‘ed‘as a dlsc1pllne of 1ts own, teachers of comp081tlon SO

-;yhave‘not always gone sure footed over a bedrock of prev1ous

'5l7research 1n meanlng as 1t pertalns to wrltlng Many ways ofi;

,Htthlnklng about meanlng have been borrowed from other hfwa

v,fgdlsc1p11nes.- Whlle some of these ways may be well sulted

“,ﬂﬂfor use 1n the compos1tlon classroom, others may leave the

,aba51c student wrlter permanently confused, and .ft

fjf“understandably so, s1nce at one tlme or another, meanlng haS».

”Vbeen placed in the hands of the wrlter, the reader, or the,”

bf*text 1tself Studles in- llterary cr1t1c1sm have even gone

f;;ybeyond these obv1ous connectlons to place meanlng 1n the

‘;]’polltlcal and env1ronmental surroundlngs of wrlter or

lff'reader, or 1n the psychologlcal make up of wrlter or reader,;ly’

vpror when frustrated, scholars and llterary CrlthS have.u-a

:fs1mply denled meanlng altogether. They have sald meanlng 1s

V"'l};too relatlve to ever be determlned and that 1nd1v1duals can

15know nothlng apart from thelr own experlence or conceptual

"*f;ﬁscheme (our own categorles and ways of organlzlng

‘ifflnformatlon) f But wherever 1tiexists (and 1f)' meanlng 1s

3§£ffwhat wrlters hope w1ll be the product of thelr labor to be




understocd,'and‘to be;Dndersthd is a baSic:and unavoidable
hunan need. We'enxicnsly'ask,fﬁp§¢youtknew‘what I mean?"
But ginen our difficUlty in defining meaning and our
‘relatiﬁistic challenges’to its natnre/lit‘is possible that
the answer torour questiOn,must be)]"How could I?"

But where-wouldhthis‘leave the student writer
' attempting to ‘answer a mafgin the of "What do you mean
here?" It is‘safe toiassume that since~being understood is
e human need'and‘hUmsn needs  have remedies, for example, air
- for our need tO‘breathe, food for‘our,hunger, water for our
thirst, and rest for our weariness, that there is also-a
remedy for our need to be understood. 1In many composition
- classrooms Students are taught that the remedy lies in

 rhetorical strategy. -Erica‘Lindemann, in A Rhetoric for

Writing Teachers, says that we teach "rhetoric to develop

strategies fot_creeting an effect in our audience (37).
This clearly suggests that the writer can orchestrate. the
, readeris response. :The'wfiter can "create" predetermined
results throughcarefulfnse of rhetorical strategy.
Moreover, according to Lﬁndsford and Edes, in their essay
"On DistinctionssbetweentClassical and Modern‘Rhetoric,"
“...rhetoric prcvides,the_meansfthrough which we may both
achievexidentificaticn‘with an other and understand that

identificatiOn through thebattribution’of'motives" (46) .



”Rhetorie holds that lenguage is power and that those well
- versed in the’uSe of language will advance toward whatever
'geal they,desire,bwhether noble or not. Fortunately forv
”Seme, rhetoric is no longex"bound to the Platonic idea of

- ethics beyond‘the_ueer's. But as.writing instructors ons

“is not to judge the wtiter's intended meaning but to help
.'the‘writer in bringing it to fruition. Few.methods seem to
~offer as much help in thie~goal as rhetorical strategy which

,empewers writers, givee‘them reason to perfect their skill,
‘h and provides a method by which(te be understood.

nBut in other,COmpesition classrooms the poWer of

rhetorical’strategy is diminished by the beiief that'meaning
resides in the reader,’enggeSting that,_like_beauty, meaning
is in thebeyeofthe.behoider. As Stenley Fish obserVee;
"Thevshape of‘helief...is reeponsible for thefshape'of
: interpretatienf_(Asﬂin Dasenbrock 8). In this view reading
breathes life'inte_the.WOrds and with its breath'makes:the
 words its‘oWn;‘;Meaningiiselike the chors.in a child's
"paint with Waterﬁhhook. Even‘though color was placed in
the picture by the manufacturer, it cannot be'eeen until the
_'purchaser of the hookfadds Water; And as we know from
science it is quite‘possible that no two people "see" color
in the same way, so‘the;manufacturer Can enly assume the

shades seen by the purchaeerQ And so too the writer merely



"5iplaced the words on - the page,,$£afwh5téﬁéf:hé°or sheh
eeforlglnally meant (or thought that they meant) by that
"'actlon, cannot be known w1thout the reader. The wrlter si
'qilntent and hope to be understood are dlsregarded, thereby"a'j
';:poslng a serlous threat to rhetorlcal strategy as remedy,bv
: f>81nce the wrlter can only hope that the reader sees 1t the
:7iway the wrlter 1ntended | e -
= The bellef that meanlnglls‘found‘ln the reader 1s.known
fas reader’response. Reader response‘began as a theory 1n,ffaf
aallterary cr1t1c1sm, and it 1s only one of many llterary
flapproaches to meanlng that can challenge the wrlter sk
h’! ablllty to be understood . therary cr1t1c1sm branches out
flln lush varlety and can be found in one formaorvanother'ln
:;Lmost comp051tlon classrooms.. As Keeseyvsays(‘W.;,thefnames_‘
”ithor the types or 'schools' of cr1t1c1sm arésbewilderingilnl
: fthelr number and d1ver51ty:: We hear of moralists,:'
o humanlsts, and esthetes, of hlstorlans, antlhiStorians,‘
'bFreudlans and femlnlsts, structurallsts‘and deconstructlons,»
5T:old New Crltlcs and new Crltlcs"‘(Contexts for Cr1t1c1sm 3)

”fIronlcally, 1t seems that meanlng encourages dlverse

brLfﬁdeflnltlons and eludes the human effort to understand 1t
;‘j?fstlll we try Those who are 1nterested 1n understandlng.
fameanlng and language have borrow 1deas from 301ence that'

' ‘tell them that to cla551fy 1s to know.: Andvthey;have-



classified theories abdut meaning in hundreds of ways. And
the problem becomes not whether these are valid theories and
categoriesf most certaihly they are. Rather the problem is
what effect théy have on the students writing under them.
How does the writing studenf‘cope with conflicts over
meaning?_ How do we justify the seemingly endless exercises
of reVisioh if the Writer must relinqﬁiSh claim to meaning
~once the words are put to paper, or once the Words reach the.
“reader? Why study'rhétoric? Why revise? Why write? Ways
of thinking about meaning that diminish the writer are
flawéd for use in the composition classroom. For if writers
cannot produée and. in sbme manner control ﬁeaning, on what
‘grounds do we ‘ask them to write? And where is our remedy
‘for‘the need to be understood?

Studies in child development suggest that as infants we
are utterly self-centered and that as we mature we move
outward. I suggest that as writers we are never too far
from the self as center. Even though student writers are
taught to consider audience,vthey are taught to consider
them, not as individuals who may teach'usvsomething about
our own writing,_but as subjects to be swayed. Successful
- writers find wayé to bring the audience into sympathy with
the writer's own views. The audience must be‘seen és

willing recipients of the writer's meaning in order to



aohieve this“objective;‘not as the creators of meaning.

Llndemann quotes the flrst p051tlon from "Teaching

Compos1tlon A P051tlon Statement "

| : ertlng is a powerful instrument of thought. 1In
~ the act of composing writers learn about
‘themselves and their world and communicate their
w-1n81ghts to others. ‘Writing confers the power to
- grow personally and- to effect change in the world
(226) . :

I believe'this to be a reasonable view of writing and
~ one that is‘held b? most students; After all, pieces of
writing have changed,kand oohtihﬁe to change, the World.
"Butbthe key~word’in the above quotation is "their." Writers

" learn about "their" world and communicate "their" insights.

:Writers'are first cohoerhedIWith self as7suggested.agaih in
 the second‘Sectioh»of.ﬁTeaChing_Writing: A Position
o Statement," Which says thatowhile COmpoeihg, "the writer
. uses langﬁage'to help an aﬁdience understand‘something the
writerfknows about the world" (226); Writers write in order
to be understood on their own terms. 'They‘are fundamentaliyf
self—centered. Any concern w1th others is- to further the
writer's‘own‘need. The wrlter s desire to have his or her
“truths known;by another 1s:further noted in Rhetorical

Traditions ahd the“Teachingﬂof Writing when Knoblauch ahd,
.Brannon adviSe Writing‘teachers.that "they mhstubegin with
;Lwhat mattera moSt_to those-[sthdente]'writers, namely, the"

making of meaniﬁéful statements conSiSteht'with'the writer's



own purposes..." (122). Wfitefs wish to create a knowable
bmeaﬁing*their.owﬁ. ;This»isvthe writer's reasonbfor writing;
whéthe#:dr ﬁot>it ié thé resulf;‘And_some beliefs about
meaning‘encourage,this reason, while others do not.
Therefofe, it is important to examine the theories
'about_meaning thét‘are.most‘likely to enter the composition
classroom and that work either for or‘agaihst the writer's

reason for writing.



o ;CHAPT-ER :I-‘I’:‘: |
therary Cr1t1c1sm and Its Influence on“Composltlon
One of the most acce531ble areas of research to the}
‘ﬁyicompo51tlon teacher 1s llterary cr1t1c1sm.‘.Nearly all
‘l?comp051tlon teachers have studled the llterary approaches to'
J}meanlng; Further, they have made judgments regardlng thelr

» worth and have de31gned dlscu581ons and a881gnments around

"‘xfavored llterary approaches._ In thls way, llterary

’_fassumptlons about meanlng move about the classroom as

s1lently as dust and'are in turn 1nhaled by the students,

ymost of whom will not goion to study these theorles for

7_»themselves, but may come to value or devalue wrrtlng because,

: of them Thus,‘thebneed to understand assumptlons about

'meanlng as they pertaln to compos1tlon becomes apparent

v 51nce‘ 1n some. 'form. or another,‘ CO-IlSClOllS OI' un‘consclous,

,cthese theorles about how to approach meanlng help form the
'_foundatlon and deflne the structure of teachlng comp081tlon
yAlthough llterary crltlclsm is. not the only foundatlon from_“
‘dwhrch assumptlonS’about meanlng are drawnf llterary’basedr

'“1asSumptionsfare aman the‘most prevalent.  So, it‘is;”

»ififesSentialvto-eValuate:their"influence'on_student writers.

‘In looking at the role.ofiliterary‘criticism-in the’
. compoSitlon‘claSSroom, 1t seems adv1sable to establlsh some‘

| workingvterms. Donald Kessey has developed a useful system



1of categorles for llterary crltrc1sm whlch deal w1th author,v
'work audlence, reallty and llterature f35;u‘I would llke toV"
thorrow three of hlS terms to proulde an o&erv1ew of llterary .
“:cr1t1c1sm and 1ts influence on student wrlters. -Those terms*
,:fare Genetlc Cr1t1c1sm,‘Formal_Cr1t101sm,'and Afféctive_- _
fiCr1t1c1sm (3) ' Andvslmplyhdefined;‘genetic Criticism is
L concerned ylth‘the_writer} formalNCriticiSm is.concerned B
’fwithfthe text,;and;affective critiCiSm,isﬂooncernedhmithvthe
‘reader;ll' B | | |
Actually, w1th genetlc cr1t1c1sm it 1s more prec1se to
”say that the concern is w1th the wrlter s llfe, since the
‘fwrlter is con81dered a product of his or her llfe‘
du_lnfluences, and these 1nfluences are. thought to be the cause‘s’
”'of the Writlng. Genetlc cr1t1c1sm became the approach of
v?ch01ce in- most un1vers1t1es through the early part of the -
':twentleth century; ThlS was a time of 1mpress1ve strldes in
sclence, and the llterary communlty desperately needed to :
| prove 1tself agalnst the emplrlcal method Genetlc
cr1t1c1sm offered that chance. It prov1ded llterary
doscholars w1th an objectlve and orderly scheme. In fact
_liseeklng to understand the rapld ga1n of genetlc cr1t1c1sm s
fh}favor by con51der1ng the mood of scholarly study at the time
‘1s,an example of 1ts appeal

|
|
)
\



Genetic,criticism can be’defined‘as"the in;depth study
of a writer's.life'in order tobfind meaning in‘the writer's
work. Or, as M. H Abrams says in "Orientation of Critical
Theories,"‘"A work of art is essentially the 1nternal made
external ;embodying the combined product of the poet's
perceptions,thoughtskpand;feelings" (17) ':And , in most
'VStUdies oﬁ geneticfcriticism, the combined product 1ncludes

‘;the‘poet'svworld;;fWithlvaried.empha31s, thlS approach
,,‘reaches beyond‘the writer's personal life"into the
lpoliticaly economic and religious enVironment under Wthh
_vthe writer lived and worked : Genetic cr1t1c1sm rests on a
foundation of determinate meaning vHere it shares in .
Plato' s search for "the" truth though for the genetic
critlc "the" truth or meaning is not found in the
remembrance of ideal forms‘but in the thorough examination
“of the writerlsplife-anditimes. Thus;'giVenIits‘belief in
determinate meaning;lgenetic criticism»sets about its work
_,in abteachable way. Thevgenetic criticsStudies the
historical context of the text and collects data on the
'author. This knowledge is then applied to the text,
‘kbelieving that*these things influenced the text itself. ’Asb
Donald Keesey says in - his 1ntroduction to Contexts for
Criticism, "...if a poem is the product of an author and the

rvauthor the product_of an age, then nothing less than a full

10



Uﬁderstahding of fhat_age—the authoris éﬁtiré politibél,
- social, and intellectual milieu—is‘required if we are to
fullyrundersténd that author's‘arfﬁ (11). It is a
cOmpéllingfargument; buthofténjthe;writerfs intent is
_obSCUféd by’thé détailsbbf his or her life.and times.
- Genetic criticismjholds.that readers must be.equipped with
an‘historical context,if fheyvare téluncover textual
meanihg, much fhé saﬁevWay thattohe seafching for gold
shouldbfirst have acquired a map. |

HoWever, one problem for this approach seems to bé.how
to limit the period to befstudiéd. It seems only too easy
to move from studyiﬁg fhe "ehtire political, social, and
intelleétual milieu".of the author, to studying not only the
author's relatidnships-to friends and enemies, parents and
children, but to children's friends and enemies and parent's
friends and enemies as well as spouse's and associate'sf We
must study not only the political and sdcial environment in
which the’ author wrote but the political and social
environment in which he or she grew up and in which his or
her pareﬁts gréw up. . If we say that we ﬁeed a context,
beyond the words on the page, withiﬁ‘which to understand
meaning, then we mustfalSo need a cohtext within which toﬂ

- understand our context, ad infinitum.

11



And still, with.a Qreat‘deél cf information about the

_ writer’s‘private and public life»ahd all the eleménts that
surrounded it, how can we know in what way éll thiS‘affécted
the writer?’ As Donald‘Keeseyureminds us, "There‘are writers
4,th had”tortﬁred'rélationships with theirAfathérs and who-.
wrote‘haunting allegories about harsh and inscrutable
‘déitiesi Othérs héd tortured relationships with their.
fathérs éﬁd wrote vefy different kinds of books (14).

So, since the one seeking the meaning to the text
cannot know just how the author's life and world affected
'fhe author, except by the author's own words, which are held
suspect due to the conditions of his or her life, genetic
criticism becomes a circulaf search for meaning. And it is
a search aggravated by relativism, even though genetic
critics would argue for its objectivity. Whether the‘glass‘
was deemed half full-or half empty by the rest of society
does not tell us how it was viewed by the writer. We must
trust the writer's writing for that.

Thus the problem in teaching composition from this
perspective is that genetic criticism, while it acknowledges
the writer, does not trust the writer's words. It reads the
words and then looks to the writer's environment to find
meaning, which suggesté to student writers that they are not

the masters of meaning. Writers become victims of their

12



surroundings and must write through the lens of their time;
Whila it is possible that this is true and that we are all-
bound in this way, it is not moti?ation for grappling with
reviSian. And,if ityis true, what, then, do we do with
visionaries'Who'Create_meaning beyond the bgunds and

- restraints of their own time and place? Stndent'writers
need to_sense‘the pOssibility.nf théir own visionary promise
and to believe that there are ways of heiping others to

‘ "see." u

- There is, however; at léast one positive condition that
gcan occur in a clasargom where'rhere is‘a.foundation of
genetic criticism: the genetic critic does admit an intended
f.and'perhaps'knowable.meaning andgsearches'fdr that meaning.
knowing that others put this much effort and thought into at
least trying to undératand what tha writer meant, translates
into someone working hard to find meaning in the student's
writing,'which in turn excites the human‘need to be
Qunderatqod; ‘It-says someone cares‘about the writer's idea
of meaning even though the writer's reality is subject to a
myriad of inflnences.v It says to the student writer that
someone will try to know_them, though it éannot offer any
guarantee‘that anybné-will succeed. While genetic criticism
rélegates the writer to a poéition Somewhat less than his or

her surroundings, it nevertheless gives the writer some part

13



hin the puzzle of meaning. It does not deny that the writer
can still fimpart" knowable»informatioh;‘a basis for
writing, but.this is nonetheless outweighed by the problem
' of attributing all information to ihfluences beyond the
writer's control. This idea, whetherhaceurate or not,
Weekens the’force that propelskwriting—our heed to be
‘understood on eur”0wnrterms and to beiieve thatvwe are
_ ihdividuals capable of original'thought, Genetic Criticism,
"even.with‘its apperent interest in‘the writer, still
challenges the writer’s ability to control meaning and
thought. Perhaps writingbexperience or maturity renders
this challenge less effective, but in.the beginning a writer
must helieve>inbhis or her own power over‘meaning.
| Where genetic,criticism challenges writers' control

over their eWn‘understanding of and reaction te the
cirCUmstances of their lives, forﬁalism'chailenges the
writers' control over their own words. Formalism, as
defined by Donald-Keesey, is the beliefvin "The status of
therpoem'[writing],as_an 'object,' as something that exists
indebendently Qf_ite creator and independently of its
readersh:..";(75f.ieThe_student Qriter'here’may begin to
feel little more‘eignificant then her pen.

| Fbrmeiism éuggestsithat the,text'is all, surviving in,

‘as M.H. Abrams has observed, ..."a world of its own,

14



_ independent of’thé world into which we are born, whose end
,is’hot tovinstruct 6r'to»pieése-but simply to exist" (Zli;
Therefore} What came befbre the work and‘what follows the
Work are'ihconsequeﬁtialvsincevthe féxt»is only a moﬁentviﬁ
-ﬁhe writer's life, onlyfé gathering of expériences that then
became an experience>of:it5'§wn. It is the offspring that
ileaves'the”parent and FhOUgh chcéived by“the parent is
 sfill absolutely uniqué;' Therefore(vsome5W6uld,say, it is
‘nqt neéessary to know the pareqt in order to know the child.
This idea is suppdrtéd by the way a wfiter's work is said to
change eVen from the writer's own intent. As Donald Murray
says in his essay "Writing as Proéeés:‘How Writing: Finds Its
rOwh Meaning)" "At_the ehd of the combosing'process there is
a piece of writing which haé detached_itself from the writer
énd found its‘éwn'méaning; a meaning the writer probably did
not ihtend" (3). This is a difficult piece of informatidn
bfor‘the basic studéht Writers_Who have'worked‘through‘
various‘inventiOnbtechniqﬁes in order to'discover their.own
intentidn, labored to employ cofreCt rhetorical strategies
in ordér to preSent their intentioﬁ, and fevised many timeé
'in order td»protect theirintention, only to afrive at a
‘meaning they "probably did notlinténd." |

- True, in_the abstract bne’could argue that the

“ "unintended" meaning is really the purest form of the

15



‘"1ntended meaning," but student writers may not enjoy this

, detour through philosophy when they are hav1ng enough
trouble getting_thrOugh_composition,.nYet, formalist
argument goes;'the te#t'is "an'objectVOf determinate meaning
existing'apart frOm.author‘or audience" (Kessey 77). Since
eachjmoment in life forms a never repeated pattern, the
meaning:of that;moment‘can'only exist in_one singular stroke
of the pen. That moment, then, and meaning, is captured
only in text; It is sovereign and complete.

Formal critics, like geneticlcritics, alsovsought to
legitimize the study of literature by somehow objectifying
it. But instead of gathering historical.details concerning
the period'in which the writer wrote, formal critics turned
to the text itself as the most objective of all, "...free
from the entangling difficulties and‘irrelevancies of author
and reader psychology" (Keesey 73) . This approach»divorced
itself from'either cause (writer) or effect (reader) and
found itselfbreplacing'genetic criticism in universities by
the early 19505,

This.approach can be quite appealing for the
interpreters of a work. They need‘not spend time educating
themselves~on the period'in which the Writer wrote or on the
writer's barticular psychologidal make—up. They need only

have the work before them and the knowledge that somewhere

16



within that werk lies meaning. Formal critics advise
readers-that‘"we‘can and shoﬁld establish what the poem
C[text] 'means' apartbfrom what the:author‘might have 'meant’
land,that theprblic natute of’langaageland_our knowledge of
its norms and conventions guarantee the validity of this
diStinctien“K(Keesey'77f. In etheflwerdsriQQu do not need
the carpenter after the shelves are built. The.construct
defines its_oWn use.

vIdeas of meaning existing solely ih_the text itself and
having the ability to break free from the writer's
intention, as suggested by Murray, would be likely to work
against the student'writerfs‘efforts in Several ways, - but
ﬁainly,'to undermine the writer's contfol,lwhich makes
revision_a hard sell. Since‘compositidn theery places its
" belief in-writers' abilities to say what they mean, most
combdsition‘students are asked to revise not just at the
sentenCe level}‘where most7see some’reason, but to the depth
ef diseovery. This means a major‘recenstructing‘effeft,‘a‘
process Nicholas Colesgcalls;‘"sb painstaking and time
censuming" (168).‘»And‘what_do we offe: in return?
Referring again to’Murray we offer, "a meaning the writer(s]
probably did not intend" (3). We ask:them to control the
uhcoﬁtrollable._ Perhaps after’studying theory,iworking |

throudh‘practiCe, and develbping'a'crazed'desire to
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’funderstand the wrltlng process, many dedlcated wrlters are
; f;able to reconc1le rev181on w1th "unlntended" meanlng, but
n‘:not basrc student wrlters._ As Coles also polnts out, "Thosed:‘ry‘
f [students] whose teachers have spec1f1cally asked for‘
' }rev151on may have come to see the request as ev1dence‘thatlfﬁ~g
F;lthe flrst draft was ‘a mlstake and as conflrmatlon that
.ll'rev1s1on 1tself 1s a form of punlshment" (167)
‘:effectlvely conv1nce students of the value of revlsron, wed
“Fineed to free 1t from the realm of the useless and the h'””
”’lpunltlve. Whlle not 1mp0551ble,”selllng 1deas of rev1s1onebdd
i5valfr°m a perspectlve of the ba51c pr1nc1pals of formal |
:;‘cr1t1c1sm requlres, at the least,‘a dlrected and careful

'v,presentatlon s

For example,_lf we go back to the 1dea of a construct‘

'i'nvdeflnlng 1ts own use (we cannot use the shelves as a means_’ﬂ
Lof transportatlon), then the 1dea of meanlng belng the
'aglproperty and creatlon of text could be presented in a way fﬁh
ffless devalulng to the wrlter.; After all 1t 1s the wrlterj'“
““hwho de31gns the construct, ine thls case text -’S the' |
f;wrlter s 1ntended meanlng is afforded some protectlon.‘ And,?
'fithe more carefully the wrlter de51gns (uses rhetorlcal f"
‘f%mstrategy) the less varlatlon of use.} ThlS could allow a
Gusable connectlon between llterary CrlthlSm and the |

’n'aqfteachlng of comp081tlon 51nce 1t could be argued that formalff'




‘criticism is a complement to rhetorical strategy. The | .
‘writer works to create a text that as closely as possible
‘approx1mates his or her reallty and passes that text into
the hands of the reader, who works to dlscover the meanlng
: Qf_the-text (which again if constructed'properly should
_limit_the.possible meanings to thehintended»ene or nearly
se).: Of course, "should" is the operative word, and how are
we to know? | |
Questions cohcerning,our abilityvte ever "know" meaning
’ in the same way as the writer intehded are'thebdomain'of the
~ affective critic. Affective critics doubt.the value of
writer or text in‘the determinationvof meaning They share
the"formalist positioh that_the'writer is.irreievant, then
move on to say that text is just a systeﬁ of‘signs, with no
meaning beyondna community of interpreters who are in
agreement on the SighifiCancehof‘the signs. Therefore, the
only plaee to consider meanihg is in the reader's response
to the text.  As Kesseyvdescribes it, ...each reading is a
new creation and the poem that results is the creature of
h whatever '1nterpret1ve strategles the reader has employed.
The poem 'in 1tself' has qulte dlsappeared" (137) . And so,
‘too, the writer and the reason.
B In fact, affect1ve;cr1t1c1sm, of‘all'the‘forms of

literary criticism, mayspose‘the greatest challenge to the
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basic student Writer.b Here the reader is.the‘rhetorician
emploYing rhetorical Strategies of*his‘er her own‘for
purposes of interﬁretatien and,’at‘the end of this line of
reasoning, fof creating a ﬁew meaning. It is*the ideabef a
"new" meaning thet‘is moet‘threatening'to the writer's
reason for'writing. It is an overwhelming:dilemma to be
faced with not only the'huﬁan'need to be understood, but:the
" need tor£Ulfiil'a'writing-assigﬁment:ihwwhicheethers are
'helped to understahd when "The”o&etafching.principle is:
identitytre?createstitself,%or, te'?ut“it anOthet way,
Stylefin-the sense of personal style—Createe.itself.vThat

~ is,:all ofxus;tés‘we‘reed,}use"the‘litere;y work to
symboiize'and finally to replicate outselvesﬁ (Holland 124).
of ceurse, othef”effectivebctitics'would say“that we do morev
than'"repliCateﬁ eUrselves as we read—we grow in our own
_self%aWarehess. But neither reader_self—replication nor
reader self—awareness was the goal.of the writer. And thie
forsaking of any effort to understand the Writer's need and
intention would be nearly»intolerable to the basic student
Writer who’mustvstruggle through several revisions in an
effort to "reach" his er her audienCe,-an»audience'whose
only cencern is "re-creating" itself. In affective
cfiticism we‘hevebthe-problem ef both the writer and the

reader working from a place of self.
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Interestlngly, affectlve'criticism'roselinfthe‘196ds,v
Vcorrespondlng w1th a perlod of rebelllon and elevatlon of
tathe self overglnstltutlons., Absolutes in rellglon,‘

B government, andyeven?sclence;were'belngllookedvat ,];fV'-"
'fsusplclously it'wasniﬁ-asfpopﬁiaf (or"necessaryyftofalign’b
1.one s bellefs w1th the methods of sc1ence.v‘so;ﬂln'a‘time.of-

*icenhanced-personal freedom, affectlve cr1t1cs freed meanlng

from the supportabler"truth " In turn, they freed the

) reader from the search and dlscovery 1nherent in genetlc andyf

‘j;formal cr1t1c1sm.» But they left the wrlter w1thout cause.‘

r}Affectlve cr1t1c1sm moved along a steady course.‘;At;,
- flrst 1t sought meanlng in the reader S: response to the fv
‘v-text When affectlve cr1t1cs flrst moved from the text to

‘”.jthe reader,vlt seemed’only a. dlrectlonal change, that is -
7b;mean1ng could be found at the end of the llne of wrlter,:h -

'itext, reader.v But soon meanlng moved even. beyond the reader;

.fand 1nto the reader s communlty or system of bellefs,
'Havcreatlng‘a new problem for wrlters in thelr effort to‘make
-"thelr"zmeanlng known ' In the essay "Is There a Text 1n‘g:j

lThls Class'> " Stanley FlSh deflnes the move from reader to B

f¥glntewpret1ve communlty Early 1n thlS essay FlSh shares the”i

*:ff”story of runnlng 1nto a colleague at Johns Hopklns

:f.Unlver81ty» ThlS colleague tells FlSh about belng

.approached by a student who had just completed a course



";féﬁéhtby-fish Slnce apparently the student would then be_ng
ki;taklng a course from FlSh'S colleague, she asked hlm,H"IS‘_‘f,”
""j“».‘{-there a text in this class?" (305). - Fish then goes. on tov
t?explaln how hls colleague naturally thought the student was 2

- referrlng to a textbook when in realty she was questlonlng L

Llf’a phllosophy ‘ Hav1ng taken a course 1n llterary cr1t1c1sm

ffrom FlSh the student s - concern was, "I mean 1n th1s class

:;;mdo we belleve in - poems and thlngs or 1s 1t just us"? (305)

‘tifFlsh uses thls 1llustratlon to defend affectlve cr1t1c1sm

bpand further ‘to deflne“anduexpand the'ldea“of:thej,,ﬁ
._:;nterpretatlvebcommunlty;“’“ R T
| Flrst,vto”defend affectlve crlt1c1sm Flshuaddresses hlsi‘f
”:rcrltics, namely, Meyer Abrams, by saylng,

'But the answer ~suggested by my llttle story 1s
‘that the ‘utterance has 'two' literal: meanings:
within the circumstances assumed by my colleague
" (I don't mean that he took the step of assumlng
. them, but' that he was ‘already stepping within -
'thhem) the utterance is obv1ously a question ‘about
- whether or not.there is a required textbook in
~this particular. course; but within the :
,,c1rcumstances to which he was alerted by his -
“~student's. corrective response, the utterance 1s'
: just as obviously a question about the -
instructor's position (within the ‘range- of
'~ positions available in contemporary llterary S
- theory) on the status of the text. Notice that we,
do not - have here a case of 1ndeterm1nacy and -
undec1dablllty but of determinacy and dec1dab111tyn
that do not always have the same shape and can and
in thlS 1nstance do, change (306) ‘ :

VV : FlSh 1s worklng here agalnst the charge that under

,i affectlve cr1t1c1sm we have a world "1n whlch no text can ”
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and where 'we can never say

fmean anyth1ng in partlc“;"r
";just what anyone means by anythlng he wrltes'" (305) Flsh' |

':ﬂjls show1ng that language 1tself 1s not meanlng, that glven

-'the normsyof understandlng language,;%” co ld not know what 5“;

»‘”‘ithe utterance me_nt*j‘He'ls saylng that the _,terancevhas

_;,meanlngfonlyﬁw1

fg:student and w1th1n thelr‘sharedslnstltutlon.v In other yffwil'

'.‘f words, we cannot look at the mere words,ﬁ"Is there a text in

b'fthlscy;ass°"'and dlscern the student s meanlng But, FlSh
@jwould argue, thlS does not mean that we must arrlve at any
‘_fw1ld and "W1llful" meanlng we so choose._ After all the

"lwprofessor 1n the story dld arrlve at the approprlate L

‘1f“mean1ng, he dld not "1mpose" hlS own.“ ThlS, FlSh says,'ls

,1n the experlences of the professor and thef

':‘;the result of the " onstralnts"'of "the understood practlcesffiuvw"'

ifand assumptlons of the 1nst1tutlon and not the rules and

'3ff1xed meanlng of a language system" (306)

'fthls class’" do lend themselves to more than one

-ffflnterpretatlon, 1t seems more than reasonable to belleve

f?iithat the approprlate 1nterpretatlon was arrlved at not by

thhe'"constralnts" of the "practlces and assumptlons of the

’ffFlsh dlscounts the student?,;role 1n brlnglng about the

'ffcorrect rnterpretatlon.g FlSh states thatﬂ"we do not havelii”"

Whlle 1t is ev1dent that the words "Is_there a text 1n~ff, .

:instltutlon" but by the'"student's correctlve response.f But; R



here a case of indeterminacy or undecidability" (306), but I
believekwe could have had snch a case without the student's
»furthervexplanation.i And if we replace the student and the
ptofesédr{withbtne‘writéf andrtnereader, we have a
excelient argument fot asking‘writéts to tévise and for
ianking feaders toianandon,at ieaSt temporarily, their
preconqeptionslsincetmithout the writer's "corrective"
:measureé'mé couid’hamé an "imposed" and‘"willful" meaning.

But, égain, comes the.troubleSome issue of the
differencetbetween the validity of asking the‘reader to
abandon his orlner;preconceptinns and the actual ability to
do so. AsfFish gdes:on in his essay, he expiains the idea
ofithevinterprétive "Situation," In»thié explanation he both
expands.the idéa of‘intérpretive-chmunities'and opens the
‘door for a notable attack on this'typé‘of idea. But most of
all he suggests that the ;eadéf cannot escape the |
‘interpretivé community,’thé}"worldof alteady—in—place
objects, purpdses, goalé,'prncedures, values, and so on"
(304).

This idea contains so much that works“against the
writer's reason for writing that it deéerves dlose
consideration lest it undermine the teaching of éomposition.
First, the idea of‘meaning being dependent on the

interpretive community severely diminishes the writer. In
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| the same way that llttle credlt 1s glven 1n Flsh' A's“w

l.jllllustratlon to the student for avertlng mlsunderstandlng,~.ff

%ﬁ”]so too, under reader response cr1t1c1sm, llttle (or no)‘ﬂ#*m5

";f,credlt 1s glven to the wrlter.‘ FlSh clalms that the

’:fﬁfprofessor moved from assumlng that the student was 1nqu1r1ng,{~ﬂ7

‘"f_about a textbook to the understandlng that she was 1nqu1r1ngy.{”'

7, about a phllOSOpth perspectlve because "he must already be p,

t:‘thlnklng w1th1n those c1rcumstances" (313) Further, Flsh‘;”'

,fstates that the professor was able to do thlS because’".f;it‘" S

"”°fwas already part of hlS repert01re for organlzlng the world '

x='sand 1ts events"l(313) In thls same way, FlSh suggests that"'"n

'7-some people "get" hlS story of the student 1mmed1ately whlle
kl;;others do not Those who "get" 1t are those who "...come to*»
ﬁahear me [Flsh] speak because they are the: people who alreadwa

know my p051tlon on certaln matters"‘(312) ‘ Therefore, they

ynu':came not to be challenged or: changed but to be conflrmed

jThls 1s what many affectlve CrlthS say happens when we
j~read o
‘But, 1f thlS is so, how dld those people come’ to knowv,

vpﬂFlsh's p031tlon 1n the flrst place° Dld they all arrive at

'ﬁsthe conclu51on s1multaneously whlle FlSh s1mply artlculated"__h'

"”-it?" Is thlS method of maklng meanlng (1nterpret1ve13w

4

'communltles) one of those "already—ln place objects"° If"‘

::S'),Why dldn t everyone "get"‘1t° Because the 1dea of
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interpretive ccmmunities was not "already-in-place" even
' within its own interpretive community. It was a unique
branch that had been‘cu;tivated from a certain variety of
thought. And it needed its‘origihator'to use his best
rheterical Strategy tO'explain-its uniqueness. Certeinly,
‘it wésbmost easily explained to these who had previous
knowledge of its genesis, but even they hadvto make
adjustments in their schemes (or ways of knowing) to
éccommodatevandvfinally accept it. Given careful enough
'construction of'explanationvand-argument, even a person with
no pricr knowledge of‘literery theory, (from outside the
e_interpretive community) could come to understand the idea of
Such a community,‘thereby.suggeeting that it is the writer's
methods that "constrain" meaning-not the interpretive
community., |

So, uhless we believe that writers do not care what
shape their thoughts ere made to take, we must be carefui
with ideas of affective criticism. It ie, at least,
discouraging to the student writer. We cannot ask student
writers to revise if we believe that they could not possibly
end up saying Whatffheyf"mean."gWe cannct.ask’them to revise
‘-while‘steéling'their visicn orvsealihg them in the vacuum of
;.ﬂeonceptual.scheme.f'We'cannot‘ask them to revise if we

believe‘they.hend their efforts over to an all powerful,

26



self—centered reader, Who olunders with_impunity, We can
~only ask them tovrovise becéuse revision works. And
réviSion only‘works if-iﬁ produces the intended meaning aho
~ lets writers shéré who they are and wha; thoy believe”with-
othef humén beings wholaré willing to go_andiﬁknow" beyond
"themselves. | o |
Many’willbarguevthat~this is a‘éévefelyflimited
oVepvieW of literary‘criticism[andwdoes_not_do justice to
jitsatheoriés.; I‘aéree.i But thisfis jﬁsﬁfﬁhatvmost_étUdentsv'
wfiters get. ”They:are not studentsvof,literary criticism;'
‘fhey comeiintotoontact with it ésjofudoots'from many
disoiplineé_néedihgfto getﬂtﬁfough“requiréd writing oourses,‘
and literary.critioism comesoatothem in‘pieqes and slogénsv
| and partial premiSeé.o On the Sﬁrface,-atileaSt;:it seldom
supports the writer which oan make it ajhostile presénCe in
the Composition claésroom,

.‘eriters write toibe undérstood, to_be éxpoSed; That is
what makes Writino‘frightening; That is what makes it
.__irresistible. Like the moth to the flamo,vaitero are draWn
to the light of»selféexpression. Whén‘the writer writes to
the audience, it is with the faith that‘audiences réad first
to understand what is before them. As writers wefexpeot'a.
-certain'ihtegrity,from ieadersf We oxpect‘that‘in as moch

"as possible they will try to move beyond who they are and .
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into Who-we.are. We expectethem'to become partners in our
seif—expreSSionl Perhaps that is selfish and naive.
VPerhaps given ideas of conceptual scheme and 1nterpretive
communities that 1S~lmposslble,- Nevertheless, honor demands
it. - | |

And if there is to be honor 1n the writer/reader

- relationshlp then we’must be careful w1th literary
o cr1t1c1sm, and in particular, we must be careful w1th ideas

’that the reader is a hapless victim tossed about Within the
safe confines of'his or her own scheme' In the same way
‘that believ1ng the writer cannot escape a predictabilltyvof
thought based on the consequencesiof time and place can
destroy a writer's motivation, so, too, believ1ng that the
freader cannot escape those confines destroys the motivation
of each.

Oon the whole, whether it encourages or discourages,
literary criticism,gin.itsumany forms,'does.affect the
studenthriter.v The effect may be a]function of form, as
abpears in the casevof:how’affective criticism seems to work
‘ more’againSt'the student writer than'does formal or genetic
criticism, or it may be a functlon of presentation Even
’affective cr1t1c1sm could be shown in a somewhat favorable
relationship tO'thevwriter's purpOSe in that_readers and

writers share in the activity of attempting to‘know the‘
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“.selfb and that know1ng the self may not preclude know1ng and1
.understandlng others. Thus 1t becomes 1mportant for the ?

:wrltlng 1nstructor to know the self also, 8o that ch01ces 1niw

f,fgpform and presentatlon can be made to glve student wr1ters a “.

| reason to wrlte and to keep wrltlng through rev151on Y°Buthr

"fmore 1mportant the 1nstructor needs to stay open to 1deas of‘:’

fjﬂmeanlng and how they work 1n the compos1tlon classroom.}ffhev
'“,1nstructor needs to belleve 1n the poss1b111ty of meanlng '
;and the methods for sharlng personal meanlng w1th others.ib'
'Q As M H Abrams remlnds us,;d
;The paramount cause of poetry is not, ‘as in
_Aristotle, a formal ~cause, determ1ned prlmarlly by
5the human actions and qualities imitated; nor, as’
in neocla551c criticism a final cause,. the effect
‘,1ntended upon the audience; but instead an '
. efficient cause--the 1mpulse within the poet of
feellngs and de31res seeklng express1on., (17)
‘ Of all the ch01ces glven to the world when 1t

:"encounters a plece of wrltlng, one should be that the o

'7f;wr1t1ng represents just what the wrlter hoped 1t would, and,

'"rygconveys exactly that to the reader., Wlth all 1ts

*7ﬁfvar1atlons, llterary cr1t1c1sm Stlll does not offer that

~cj¢hdi¢e. And yet llterary cr1t1c1sm does have 1nfluence 1n o

:i;fthe comp081tlon classroom. Perhaps the ch01ce that wrlters*

fpcan 1mpart thelr meanlng to others 1s 1deallst1c, but there“
’fare theorles that suggest 1t 1s poss1ble, and 1f not

vv'p0551ble why do we bother to ask "Do you know what I mean°"f



39"Passlng Theo y”'and Compos1tlon

Of course, teachers of comp051p”fn do not rely solely

'ign,on the theorles of llterary cr1t1c1sm as a ba81s forlf.yiﬂ””

’:‘?;leth newwunderstandlnG‘of”

7ﬂj[comp051tlon 1nstructlon. Recent.research 1n comp031tlon hasfff"j}]’

"offered new dlrectlons?forkcomp081 1on{'

;uﬁthese dlrectlons center malnly 1n methods and a551gnments.7i**‘

{how wrlters do what they do, theg]"

o rush 1s naturally toward appllcatlon._ When wrltlng

',dflnstructors thlnk about meanlng, they are usually Stlll :

'vlhdraw1ng from sources establlshed and deflned by llterary

v*ilcr1t1c1sm. And, as. shown 1n the prev1ous chapter, def1n1ng*7h
N“meanlng under the terms of llterary cr1t1c1sm can create an
-.fconfllct of " 1nterests., On the one hand, are the ch01cesf 5

Vthat meanlng lles elther in the c1rcumstances of the

’T:fwrlter s llfe,-or 1s made apart from the wrlter altogether,':ﬁj

ts ructors, but ,fj;**“‘

'3~or 1s made by the reader.~ On the other hand, is the need tof;al'

”'iconv1nce student wrlters that 1t is they who make meanlngr, e

ThlS battle over the nature of meanlng has long been]f

La:~and w1ll probably always be. If we take a pragmatlc

{”J“approach, 1t may not need to be resolved 1n order to

ixlnstruct wrltlng students from a place of conv1ctlon 7
?hfregardlng the students' control of meanlng We 81mply need fﬁr

‘”to acknowledge that ways of wr1t1ng, such as rhetorlcal



strategy,‘can help the writer create a piece of writing that
can-be understood by a reader. And, furthermore,
composition instructors need to acknowledge that even though
writing itself_is recursiVe’it does not simply lead readers
back toltheiroOld ideas; in composition; an old form isbused
to creete:a new forml Instead of entering a process and
‘ undergoing complete disintegration oniy to’return to our
former construction, we'emergeffromvtne‘writing process, to
varying'degreee,-ohanged.‘ We emérge from the process with
new possibilities of thought. We emerge from the process
_already through the entrance to further exploration.
“The recurSiveneSs of the writing process,‘the way that
a writer looks backward into his or her writing to chart the
next forward movement,.leaves the writer strangely connected
to endings and beginnings. While in composition the
smallest addition or deletion can make an idea suddenly
unique - separate from its past yet ready to‘assist in the
creation of its,futureb—;recursiveness neﬁertheless leaves
the writer in flux,vfully separate from neither past nor
future. The writer isvstill looking back, waiting for the
old to become_newragain. |
As,SondrébPerl states‘in her essay "Understanding

Com.posing,i

We have advocated the idea that writing is a
recursive process, that throughout the process of



writing, writers return to substrands of the
overall process, or subroutines (short successions
of steps that yield results on which the writer
draws in taking the next set of steps); writers
use these to keep the process mov1ng forward"
(115)

Perl « goes-on to list three elements‘of recursiveness as
follows:

1. The most visible recurring feature or backward
movement involves rereading little bits of
discourse. Few writers I have seen write for long
periods of time without returning briefly to what
is already down on the page...

2., The second recurring feature is some key word
or item called up by the topic. Writers
~consistently return to their notion of the topic
throughout the process of writing. Particularly
when they are stuck, writers seem to use the topic
or a key word in it as a way to get going again.

- Thus many times it is- p0581ble to see writers

'going back', rereading the tOplC they were given,

changing it to suit what they have been writing or
changing: what they have wrltten to suit thelr
notion of the topic.

3. There is also a third backward movement in
writing, one that is not so easy to document. It
‘is not easy because the move, itself, cannot
immediately be identified with words. In fact,
the move is not to any words on the page nor to
the topic but to feelings or non-verbalized
perceptions that surround the words, or to what
the words already present evoke in the writer.
The move draws' on sense experience, and it can be
observed if one pays close attention to what
‘,,happens when ‘writers pause and seem to listen or
otherwise react to what is inside of them. The
move occurs inside the writer, to what is
physically felt...(115) :

If we accept the idea of the recurs1ve nature of
writlng:(and I am unaware of any oppos1tlon to it since it

is an observable and recordable phenomena), then the
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shortcomings of'liferary criticism, particularly affective
ﬁarieties; for use in the composition classroom become even
clearer. Nohe of the literary,theories'so far studied
alloWé for this type of'mOVemeht since theylare linear.
| The literary critic seeks to place meaning at a specific
;point along‘the line of wriferFtext—réader.(or beyond).
Whilé therecméy be scme recuréiveness witﬁin each point,
each point remains,,nonétheless,‘separate.' Placing meaning
in this;type of isdlation may»Servé the»literary critic
well, but, again,'it dces not serve théiwriting student.

Qné of thé,main_objectives of teaching’compositicn is
~to help a_writeritb‘ﬁaké hisvor her~thoughts'and feeiiﬁgs
understaﬁdable to another. And, in pért,vthis objectivé '
‘relieé onirecuréivenesé,which,‘of course, does not workvwithb
- points along a line. ‘Recursivcness in cOﬁpOSing builds from
{readihg‘the préVious‘séhtehce in order to create the next
sénteﬁce_to*séarching thrcugh the_previous-idea in order to
Create the next idea. | |

 To further iilustrate'the.scope’Of récursiveness in
writing let us cohsider the folloWing explanation of the
writing process from a béginningtlevel writing‘text,
.ivccnteth.'vThe authors identify threeﬁstagec of writing:
ﬁréparation)iféadihé/writing,7ahd:reviéw.c Though the names

,6f these-stages changegfrom text to text (another common
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'ﬁ{vers1on belng pre wrltlng, wrltlng, and rev151on), theﬁ

1215stages themselves represent the currently agreed upon

'ﬁfbellefs regardlng the general stages of the process of

"-'jwrltlng f But they are not seen as necessarlly comlng 1n

;fthat order, or as stages to be completed before mov1ng on to»i"

| *?wdthe next The functlon of the stages, as’ they are used by

‘”’:wrlters,’ls fluld Or as also descrlbed 1n Contexts, ff”“

'»»"erters and readers may therefore move back and forth

h‘p between the stages,»proceedlng to one before completlng

»another or returnlng to an earller one before mov1ng forward L

dl}ﬁagaln. Or they may engage 1n two stages at the same
'}tlme"(3) -
Therefore, we can establlsh an . 1mportant dlstlnctlon

-“between llterary theory and comp031tlon theory ,‘The,

‘affllterary cr1t1c places meanlng at a flxed p01nt, but the

comp051tlon theorlst works recur81vely, plac1ng meanlng in

';‘overlapplng junctlons. It follows, then, that~the».

‘V,*assumptlons found 1n llterary cr1t1c1sm, no matter how

rcarefully presented,‘are not naturally compatlble w1th what‘
F;ls known about how (and why) wrlters compose.‘ What, then,“
:;wshall we tell student wrlters about mean1ng7‘ Agaln, 1t mustl
fkbe admltted that llterary cr1t1c1sm offers compelllng and

‘{:generally accepted arguments about meanlng, and that 1t is

‘”7‘fpresent 1n the bas1c assumptlons of comp051tlon teachers.



‘»ff;meanlng both a set of skllls (rhetorlc) and body of

f;FBut what must also be present 1s the bellef that purposeful

fﬁ:and effectlve comp081tlon can be taught, compos1tlon, here,~,jfr

7ff’knowledge, together presentlng workable solutlons for

'”7;a-compos1tlon students regardlngwmeanlng.‘,,-”r~‘ﬁlr“

"fThe bodyTO J bowledge 1n comp051tlon 1s supportedknr

'“‘b_of how W 1ters wdvteu'

Because of the work of Flowerf

’73ho& Hayes, Janet Emlg, Donald Murray and countless others who“

"f broke ground bylmov1ng comp081tlon from practltloner »

'vt,experlences to suppoxtable research teachers can tell

'”*f_tistudents what 1s known about the process of wrltlng They

‘ﬁlcan assure students that whlle 1t seems chaotlc to wander

“tﬁiback and forth w1th1n the sentences, 1deas, and stages of

7-puprocess,_for many wrlters thlS 1s the way 1t 1s done._ﬂﬁb

| Further,lthey can show students how thlS seemlng chaos ;bl.f

‘”fleads to meanlng. But as teachers they must belleve all

’fug'thls 1s true._ Wlth thlS bellef, teachers can more

?T};to be a workable theﬁry

tfﬁf'effectlvely teach students rhetorlcal and edltlng SklllS.; h?ffﬁf

?fThey»can tell them that these skllls enhance, clarlfy, and:*,

‘5gf;protect‘mean1ng But they must bel_#vhvthls too.ﬁ.In"orderffjb*5

the comp031tlon classroom,‘the*

*ﬂ*theory must accommodate recur51veness and treat meanlng as e

”'somethln i

'*-qgtheory'embraCes these twovtenets, theklnstruc or‘does not

”btalnable by teachable/learnable methods.n If the,"j_"“v



risk the conflict of interest that can occur when
composition instruction attempts to build on a foundation of
critical literary theory; Since literary'theory cannot in
its present stage of development be made to fit the needs of
the beginning writing.student, we should look at other
 related theQrié57 one'elegantly compatible theory Comes to
krcomposition from the philosophy and language studies of
Donald Davidson. | |
'DaVidson's‘wdfk‘inCludés “passing theory,” a theory
' that-appears to be in direct agreement with composition
theory. But before looking at how "passing theory" can be
applied to composition, it isvimportant to note that
Dévidson’s work does not.deny the various theories of
literary criticism; it greatly expands them. It gives
interpreters (or readersf}credit to accept’new'truths as
they become evident:
We get a new out of an old scheme when the
speakers of a language come to accept as true an
important range of sentences they previously took
to be false (and, of course, vice versa). We must
not describe this change simply as a matter of
their coming to view old falsehoods as truths...
A change has come to the meaning of the sentence
because it now belongs to a new language ("On the
Very Idea of a Caneptual Scheme" 188).
For the purpoées of composition, we could say that this

"new_language" came,by‘way of the writer. Further, we could’

'say that the writer was.able to accomplish this through
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careful:construction.of the writlng. vﬁComing to view old
v’falsehoods as truths" or conversely coming to view old
truths as falsehoods is Within the domain of both writer and -
reader.

For the writer, believing that old falsehoods can
becomelnew truths or'that_old truths can become new
falsehoods affirms the processvof-writing. This poSsibility
is a remedy for the need to be understood. This makes
understanding achievable.and,vtherefore,'worth striving to
‘impart and obtain. One ofbthe considerations in teaching
wr1t1ng is that in addition to the reader comlng to
'understand somethlng not prev1ously understood, the writer,

too, m;ght come to a new understandlng. But both of these
lpossibilities are lostaif we accept certain elements of
literary criticism,:for example, 1f we accept that we are
“all (both wrlter and reader) bound to'our own conceptual
~»scheme as seen in both affective and genetlc criticism, or
flf we accept that even the wrlter_cannot really understand
the wordsﬂafter they‘leavevhis or her mind as seen in
formalism;“ |

| But DaVidson offers a reasonable alternative, one that
‘does not leave elther wrlter or reader trapped in a closed
1system, one that allows a free exchange‘of energy and

thought. Davidson beg;ns w1th many of the notlons common in
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'fliterary cr1tlc1sm, but “in- keeplng w1th hls theorles, he
| _does not end there.vf"Pass1ng theory" allows Dav1dson three
”~f{oﬁerlapp1ng p01nts from Wthh to enter 1nto 1nterpretatlon
fannd whlle Dav1dson, too, struggles w1th 1deas of meanlng, he_ﬁv
vsuggests that the elu81ve nature of meanlng does not deny
'the p0851b111ty of 1t And nelther do questlons of meanlng
. deny the p0551b111ty of 1nterpretatlon.»v
Included in Dav1dson s philosophies- about meanlng is anm
1nterest1ng explanatlon of how 1nterpretat10n 1s
eaccompllshed Though Dav1dson 1s malnly dlscu531ng
wlnterpretatlon of speech h1s work applles nlcely to
1nterpretatlon of the wrltten word av1dson offers an
extremely.reaSOnable.accOunt of what goesfon between‘speaker”
and\hearer. ‘He belleves that speaker and hearer (and I B
belleve 1n much the same way, wrlter and reader) comev_:h
together at a certaln p01nt.1n tlme»w1th'all thelr prior:
htheorles about language and truth and how to use language to
understand and be understood “"The speaker wants: to be
wunderstood,‘so herutters words.he belleves‘can'and will be
;interpreteduin a certain way.' In'order.toajudge how he will
:be 1nterpreted, he forms, or uses; a piCturelof the |
"fnlnterpreter s readiness to 1nterpret along certaln llnes" (A

Nlce Derangement of Epltaphs 443)



By this stétement, DavidSOn"éuégest,a‘spirit'of
| cooperatiOn betweehispeakér»and-hearer'(writer and reader).
" Davidson believeé that‘while'the speakef and'interbreter do
vhot éhéounter each otheﬁ‘with exactl&.the.same prior
‘theories;‘having differeﬁt.prior theoriesvdqes ndtleliminate
,” the-p§ssibility of_understapding aéiit dées ih Fish's
. explanatiOh of reader re;pohsévtheoryl1 This is the point of
divergenée betweén Fish and DaVidson‘and bétweeh litefary
| v\cfiticiém.andxcompbsition-theory. The‘difference is not in
fthe'belief»iﬁ either prior:theory'or concepfuél‘scheme, but
in'the implicatiohs‘of such; ' What does it;ﬁean‘that readers
i’éhawwriééré cémé'frpm Varibus bécﬁgréUndéiéhd accepted
“v_*trﬁths?v-qu Fish;it«meansvthere can‘be no wéy of kno&ing
thé tfuth of another. For DéVidéon it‘éimplY1neans that the
reader and writer comé"from”différent backgrounds and
accep£éd truths;; For Fish it is the end; -Fof Dajidson it
is _t,hev beginning. | |
As Daﬁidéon.explains, "In‘any cése,‘my point is this:
'most of:the time prior thedfies will not be shared, and
theré is no reasbanhyrthey should be. Certainly, it is not
a cohditidn of successfﬁl communiCatidn that priorvthedries
be shared..." (A Nice Derangement df Epitaphé 443). So,
veVén'thdugh évery individual comes from‘a'unique background

':aﬁd this'unique background has led the individual to develop
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personaljétrategies“for'nndersﬁanding-(cdnceptual schéme),
‘?._thisndoés‘not'mean.that_thevinterpreter‘canﬁnever kndw-the‘\
'Wéfds'nf the Speékér,in the way that the épeaker knows them.
| ’:Applying DaViéSdn’s'theories, it seems.the‘very
pronbunCément that‘knéwing the trnth of another is
imponsible is cdnfirmatibnvthat it is possible. For the
. jénly’WayvthaE:wé couid kndw thaf our truth is different from
, annther's truth is tn understénd the trnth of anothér.
vAndﬂappiiéd to writing, it seems reasonable that the
,readér,'working f;vahis or her own conceptual scheme, can
alsd come to know the‘words of the writer in the'éame way
“the writer knows them, whicn would fulfill the very purpose
of writing. Tnis is not tQ say that tnisvwill happen every
time é reader encounters a piecéfof writing, only.that this
type of coming to terms'with a wfiter's meaning is available
to the réader. And beginning writefs in particular need’to
know this. | |
Next, in Davidson's work on meaning, comes the theory
that makes understanding possible. This ‘is the theory
Davidson calls "paséing theory:”
I have distingUishéd what I have been calling the
prior theory from what I shall henceforth call the
passing theory. For the hearer, the prior theory
expresses how he is prepared in advance to
interpret an utterance of the speaker, while the

'passing theory is how he does interpret the
utterance»(442).
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Further; Davidson stresses that passing theory is "...
where, accident aside;‘agreement is greafest." If we take‘
| passing‘theory into the writer/reader experience, we cbuld
say that the reader‘enters the text with prior theory, but
upon reading_the writér*slwords, the reader must adapt prior
'theory'to a¢commbdate'ény‘part of the writer's words or
‘meaningSfthat d6<not fit;ihto the priorvunderstanding. This
accommodétion does'not'necessarily mean_éﬁ>instant meeting
of the‘ﬁiﬁds betwéeﬁ writer and reader, but it does mean a
change in the reader's prior‘theory with each development of
passing theory. ThiS»is essential to ahyone'ever coming to
understand*concepté new fo“them; and the progress of the
human face is evidende that Wé»can come to new
undérsﬁandings, prOVing that we are not pfisoners to our
‘conceptual schemes eithef persénally or collectively.

To take our’undefstanding of the implications of
Davidson's theories on'writing even further, we can turn to

an article by Reed Dasenbrock in College English called, "Do

We Write the Text We Read?" Dasenbrock uses Davidson's work
to éupport;the‘study»of literature, since the study of

literature itself would become rather moot ﬁnder a system of
conceptﬁal relativism. Why study a‘piece of writing if the‘

only possible conclusion to be drawn is the one the
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"7],1nterpreter held to begln w1th° DaSenbrockvquotes:Jonathan"”

fflCuller as” saylng,i"A reader who creates everythlng learns

if‘nothlng" (As in Dasenbrock 14)1 And Dasenbrock then goes on
'dto say hlmself that, "Interpretatlons are not always‘selff o
.‘conflrmlng, 1nterpreters do not always producel v |

"dlnterpretatlons utterly con51stent w1th thelr prlor bellefs

o .land theorles,,theorles are.somet;mesvadjusted'to flt‘a"

7exper1ence~rathermthan’vicehyersaﬁ‘(14),; Thisﬂlslsound};
.feasoning indsubborttofytheystudyof rhetorlcal‘strategy’and L
.in‘theapractice of‘revision,,lt would serve no purpose. to
’fselect correct rhetorlcal strategy and rev1se to clarlfy

‘meanlng 1f the reader 1s ‘not able to adjust his ox her

“-»theorles to accommodate all thlS effort on the wrlter s

a.part

Other of Dasenbrock's arguments‘lnbsupport of llterary :
mystudles work equally well in. support of current comp051tlon
a‘theory d Dasenbrock prov1des an . 1llustratlon of a classroom
rawhere the students enter "w1th an‘unconsc1ous but tenacious
sprlor theory that works of llterature can teach us about

flllfe"‘(15) . Only in thlS classroom the 1nstructor enters.

"ﬁfw1th a theory based 1n affectlve cr1t1c1sm, that (in

tessence) nothlngvmeans_anythlng, slnce,wevare‘"doomed;.;to
-fwrite the-text‘wexread accordingfto;our‘own,beliefs'and,v‘

“‘_values" (15) Hererareltwo conflicting'ﬁpriOr,theories"



regarding.theIStudyfof-literature,lbut-Dassenbrockchntinuesjf,f

' to develop hlS p01nt by dlscu551ng the students' reactlon to

"fthe novel The Age of Innocence. As the students encounter

,:the end of the novel, they are challenged by an endlng that ”

"_moves outs1de of the predlctable. In other words,_lt 1s not

t,what the students belleve they themselves would have done 1n"

v';';that 51tuatlon,'nor 1s 1t what they would have llked for thef"

'"fcharacters to do.- The actlon of the characters 1s beyond
‘;tthe students' past experlence.‘ Therefore, part of the
v~students' "prlor theory" cannot accommodate thls new

~fexper1ence. But the students also held a "prlor theory"

':a’that "llterature can’ teach us about llfe." So, here the

éTstudents must elther adopt a new’ theory to account for the N

N fendlng of Wharton s novel or they must abandon the old

‘"theory that llterature teaches them about llfe. Elther way
“they cannot 81mply return to the old conceptual scheme.'f'

The Age of Innocence ended as 1t ended It dld not end

as'expected The thlng has happened and must now - be dealt

‘rWith“ Dasenbrock shows how th1s can. be done u81ng "pass1ng ;"{-

'ﬂz theory " Slnce "pas31ng theory" 1s a place to begln,

| Ivstudents start to ask questlons regardlnq the novel, 1ts f‘.
'fendlng, and 1ts author.» Dasenbrock states that the, ﬁ
'.students encounter someone who shares much of thelr bellefs’

b'(about,vfor example, the 1mportance of love)".(l6), but thlsf
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same someone then acts 1n a way contrary to those beliefs.
Through reflectlon and dlscu551on and questioning, the

students then adjust prior theory to allow for the action

taken by,the character in The Age of Innocence. This can be
done whether or not the student accepts that the action was
correct. The students may in fact dlsagree with the action,
but the fact that someone might see the action differently,
or that this actionnis indeed a possibility, has been
incorporated into the students' prior theory. Dasenbrock
sums it upequite well:
In short, to intefpret another's utterance we
begin by assuming provisional agreement on what we
believe to be true. But that provisional,
heuristic step is necessary only because as we
actually interpret, we encounter anomalies,
sentences that don't seem to agree with what we
hold true. Our immediate reaction when we
encounter difference is to refuse that difference,
to preserve the maximum of agreement, and there
are times when this works, when we get away with
assuming that we are saying the same thing if by
different words. But the interesting moments are
when this doesn't work so well, when we realize
that what we are interpreting does express beliefs
different from our own (16).

Dasenbrock does not return to the instructor of the
class that he used as an example. But‘itbwould seem an easy
step from Dasenbrock's discussion of how the students
responded to building a case on how all this affected the
instructor who held that we are "doomed ... to write the

text we read according to our own beliefs and values" (15).
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'Thefinstructor'held_this belief.as hisabrior theory upon
v»enteringithe claSsroom;: She, likeitheastudents, was then in
thevbosition of encountering something‘that”did not,fit her
prior theory or her conceptual scheme. Based on her prior
“theory she would need to either discount the entire

experience of the students and convince herself that in

iiffrealty they had learned nothing or to abandon her prior

?ftheory. If she chooses the first, then there»is~no‘purp03e'
'yftofher profes81on,,,If’she.choosesvthegsecond,vthen she
:admitsuthe possibility that the reader does more than’
fﬂ "write4 the textr She admits. the pOSSlblllty that the
b'reader comes to understand the text in not prev1ously
understood terms, that 1nstead of . the reader deflning the
sstext by his'orvher reading‘of it, the reader'was»able to.
jredefine his or herlown'understandings Therefore, it seems }
:poss1ble to suggest that the writer was able to impart his
or heryown'"meaningfztofthe reader. |
h_That.the:readerhthen aCcepts»the new understanding as
corract or appropriateiremains another matter.»fWhat~is
~ important to»beginning.Writers, and those who teach them,'is
“that imparting a writer's ownbmeaning is.possible; With
this the writing instructor can effectiVely teach What‘is
known about writing” The wrlting 1nstructor can share the

tools of rhetorical strategy and . the methods of process.
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'The instructor can convincingly stress the benefits of
revision and editing; This‘can be done because of the
assumption that meaning exists and is translatable. And
this aséumption is quite compatible with Davidson's passing‘
theory.ﬁfIn fact, if considered side by side, "passing
theoryﬁvéndHCCmPOSition»theoryvcreéte aﬁ iﬁterestihgly‘
‘similarvpattefn;ﬁ o | |

ﬁFirSt,»cdmeSition students are instructed to consider
their gudience and to select from,the’available writing

styles the one most likelysto "move" that particular

audience. Or as Erika Lindemann has said in A Rhetoric for

Writing Teachers, "When we practice rhetoric, we use

language, either.épokenlqr written, to '"induce cooperation’
in ah,aUdience" (36) . Clearly, the belief here is that
writers are’Writing to maileablé reéders. And Davidson's
"passing theory" of interpretation'works.with the same‘kind
of belief.v‘Péésing”theory, again, holds that the
reader/interpreter enters_into interpretation with a full 
set of prior beliefs and experienges, but that the reader
(interprete;) is not limited by these beliefs and
'experiences; father, the beliefsvand experiences of the
reader/interpréter fill only one space within the mind.
There are-other‘épacéé; And.it is within these other spaces

| that new truths are born. It is:also within these other
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spaces that writers'can‘"induce coOperation." For a
compositien instructor‘to be effective; he or she must
_believe in these ether spaces. For the composition
instruetor steeped teo strongly in literary theory,
especially reader response, it is difficult to believe in
these othef spaces.

Composition instructors also discuss the ways in which
rhetoriéal and gfammatical choices can protect the student's
meaning. This, of course, assumes that,meaning exists.
Davidson alse assumes that neening exists, although for
DaVidsen the concept Of.neaning is the product of the
translation of sentences or the "truth" of the sentence.
"Having identified his uttefance'as‘intentionél and
linguistic; we are able to go on to interpret his words, we
can say what his words, on that eccasion, meant" (“Radical
‘Interpretation” 125;. Much of Davidson's effort is directed
at designing theories of hbw we are able to understand the
'.utterances of anothei, to grasp their meaning. 1In his essay
"Belief and the Basis of Meaning" Davidson states that
"Theories of belief and meaning may requife no exotic -
objects, but they do use concepts which set such theories
apartgfrom the physical and ether non-psychological
'sciences..w"(154).v”In ofder tO'advance theories on meaning

it is neceSsafy*tesaccept the existence of meaning. And so,
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too,fthe,act_of creating“meaning:within‘ourselves and
tcapturing it'ln'writinglforhothers requiresvan'acceptance of
'.meanindls ekistence. B

‘In:additiOn tofdiSCussions'of audience, rhetoric, and
vgrammar, the concept and act of recursiveness is explalned
ln'the'comp051tlon class; Here the 1nstructor mlght share
pstudles where wrlters have recorded on tape ‘their thoughts
and actlons durlng an actual wrltlng exerc1se.' With this it
"can be seen how real wrlters go back and forth searching"
.the prior 1deas and sentences for the elements and 1mpetus»
of the next set of. 1deas and sentences, mov1ng back to galn
:the thrust to move forward The students mlght ‘be told that

fsome people do thls w1th every sentence whlle others move

- back at certaln p01nts of 1dea development, and stlll others

move back at:some prlvate 81gnal when for_some unknown
reasonethe'floW:Of*words;simpIY’stops. 'This recursivenesS
is often drawn out”for students on the board as a_series of
overlapping lines; Interestingly, Dasenbrock's'acCOunt of
Davidson's theories can be shown by theksame pattern of |
overlapping lines (see,illnstration Pg. 50). Going back for
a moment to Perl's list of the'elementsvof recursiveness, it
can be seen how these elements are‘preSent inVDavidson's>
theory. First, Perl States;that "Few writers...write for

‘long...without returning briefly to what is.already down on
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the page...(115). Second, writers return to "their notion
of the topic" (115?. iAnd third, writersogo~back and "seem
to listen...to what is‘inside of them" (115) . This compares
‘_ well to Davidson's "prior theory," pass1ng theory" and "new
prior theory." (See 1llustration on follow1ng page. )
Clearly, the elements of recursiveness described by
Perl and the ways of’"passing theory" described hy_Davidson
have strong‘parallels.f Perl explains how Writers_go back
and draw against existing knowledge to‘create‘new‘knowledge,
and Davidson"s expiains how interpreters go back to prior ‘
theories to create new.theories.u Davidson's work on
: ?"paSSinoltheory"pailOWS"thevcompos1tion”inStructor to
heiieve”in a transferable meaning, | o
fﬁBeliefs,guide‘our"choices ih life,’and,beliefs about
kcomp081tion guide our ch01ces 1n teaching ChOiCesvin
teaching come 1n the form of methods,»priorities and
assignments; all basedvon.assumptions'about‘meaning.
Methods are the’mays-instructors present”their'beliefs about

their subject In Eight Approaches to Teaching Compos1tion,

Timothy R. Donovan and Ben W, McClelland explain eight
methods of teaching, all based on akbelief in writing as a
-process. Donovan and Mcélelland assert'that the teaching of
vcomposition has_brohen away from’traditional'instructionlin‘

" much the same way that a”scientific theory breaks away from
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~ previous theories.‘ In.other words,onceditTWas;proven that"

.the'world was:notkflat, there'Was-nodlongervany_need to |

address.questiOnskdealing'With-at*what.pointone,would fall

.off;;rAnd noW‘that we understand’that"writind is more than
~form, that We.do little if we!teach acstudent-Where_to place
,commas but not how to access 1deas,7we’no ionger need to
‘address questlons of the best way to achleve correctness
VThe questlons have changed and w1th them our bellefs have

'a'changed‘ ‘So,‘too, the methodstof,lnstructlon.have changed,‘
'reduiring that.We hoid our°methodShup to our assumptions_and
test the fit. | | ' | |

o Elght Approaches to Teachlng Comp081tlon further

m_dldentlfles the most w1dely used current methods as "The

Prose Model Approach " "The Experlentlal Approach " "The.‘
Rhetorlcal Approach " "The EplStlmlC Approach;" "Basic
'ertlng," "The ertlng,Conference," and "Writing in the
Total Curriculum;” ‘Each of these approaches represents an
'overrldlng belief in the wrltlng process, but as has been
dlscussed, under that bellef stlll lurk many seeds of
iiterary cr1t1c1sm ~ And now that compos1tlon has a grOW1ng
body of research; research that is deflned by wrlters and

- the waysbof_Writing and»not,by_the flnlshed product, the,-t

seeds of literary criticism can be left to grow in their own
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field;and hot formedeinte hybrid VersienSQin-support of the
‘teaching of'comPOSition,
‘Each of the.methods.of writing instruction described in

Eight Approaches to Teaéhihg_CompositiQn relies in its‘own

way on three characteristics. The'first-of these
charécteristics is the existence of meaning.. And for this,
writing instructors are not«necessafily_boﬁnd to understand
‘the nature of that existence."They take it on faith. For
without meaning, they have no cause to‘ask wfitersvto write.
‘'The second charactefistic is that there are ways of
improving a writer's chances to impart ﬁeaning. Third is
that there is an audience thdt‘is capable of translating the
writing. And here tranelating means not‘justvunderstanding
the words but also having a willingness and cepacity on the
part ef the reader to look beyond the reader's own sense of
the words. |

These are the ways of teach Writing‘and the conditions
that those ways rest upon. But searching oﬁt theories to
support those ways and meet those conditiQns is not an
attempt to validate the writing instruetion; ’I£ is an
attempt to unify the instruction with the beliefs that
govern it. It is not aneattempt to discount the theories of
other disciplines; it is an attempt to examine and adopt

‘those that work most closely with what is known about
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composition; ~Searching out theories is the'act'of reaching
iyiback‘to what already exists in order to create something
new. And it is‘being'pragmatic enough to accept what works
best in a given situation. For composition instructors that
given:Situation is the COmposition classroom. In that
classroom, thinklng in terms of "pa331ng theory"” could yield
effective teaching of comp081tion. |

Therevis‘a uniqueness in the teacning of composition
and a madnessbin the‘relationshipAof tne writer and the
writing. The uniqueness iscin;the‘on—going natufe of
writing.‘ Many wrlting instructors tell their students that
~the writing isvnever really flnlshed. And thlS is true.
fhis unfinishedness is what creates the madness of the
  relationship.‘ Since the writer is changing witn‘every word
he or she writes, it is impottant to understand that this is
natural that this is both the way and the reason we create.

Students can become eas1ly disenchanted with this lack
of closure unless it has purpose, Wthh the belief in
meaning provides. Again; in the first poSition of "Teaching
Composition: A Position Statement"vwe'are told that
"...writefs‘leafn about tnemselves and their world and
communicate theif insights to others" (226). But the belief

in the ability to "communicate" insights to others is
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_constantlyfchallenged by'many of the theories of literary
critioism. |

_For'purposes of teaching composition it may be wise to
simply accept.that writing is,teaohable, that"writing can
-impart the writer‘s intended meaning to others and_that
readers read to Understand the meaning of another not jnst
to forge that meaning into the reader s own scheme. |
Certainly, all these ideas are supportable.' They are
supported by composition research that tells.us-that writing
is a recurSive prooessfthat challenges writers to understand
themselves‘and teaohesvthem the art of sharing‘that
understanding withvothers. It presupposes that_sUch‘an
exchange is possible. They are supported by the studies of
Donald Dav1dson 1n hlS work on the translatability‘of'
1anguage and "pass1ng theory" which elegantly argues that
.unless we accept that there are ways of knowing what another
means, we can "make sense neither of our own beliefs or thef
beliefs of another" (Dasenbrock 10). And they are_supported
by readers who have hadAthe experience of'breaking from'
their old theories in an-elegant moment of new
underStanding.” | o

In one quiet, glorious.moment‘we}understOOd. And we

remain eternally grateful to the writer who worked to make

that moment possible-the moment'whenrwe said, "Yes, I'know
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what ydu”mean.” This is the experienCe and the hOpé‘that
composition instructors can pass on to their students, not
the belief that it will happen eVery time to everyone, but

- that that moment is possible.
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