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ABSTRACT
SUFISM, TAOISM, AND RALPH WALDO EMERSON:
A CROSS-CULTURAL PERSPECTIVE
ON THE RHETORIC OF THE PLACE BETWEEN
By

Leon Allen Raikes

Conceiving of the tensions between the rhetorics of the east and west
metaphorically helps us to confront both the felt gulf between language and
learning and the conventionality of our theory. The gulf between language and life
is related to institutions, cultural diversity, creativity, and search for the truth. The
place between is between active, logical categories of intelligence and receptive,
sensual categories of feeling; it has a prophetic intelligence which becomes real
only in finding a language for it.

The rhetoric and pedagogies of Sufism, Taoism, and Ralph Waldo Emerson
reveal a theory of the place between capable both of conforming and challenging
modern western theories of language and learning. The experience of the place
between arrests time, instills a special kind of Zen stupidity, disdains

discursi , and ani all religion. The language of the place between

involves the speaker/writer more than the audience in a purposive disturbance of

jonal thinking. T ive and questioning, the rhetoric of the place

5

between celebrates constant unsettling.
The rhetoric of Sufism explores beyond reasoning the home of the active
imagination, a real place between. The language of this place is indirect,

impersonal, dependent on surprise and symbol. An initiate brought beyond words



through words transcends the self, understands received culture as dead culture, is
creatively stimulated to doubt. The Sufi practices prayer as a reshaping of reality.
Sufism creates for modern westerners key practical pedagogical imperatives.

Similarly, language in Zen practice enables transcendence of conditioning,

favors spc ity over di i , aims at clarity by avoiding direct
affirmation, and cures scholastics of dependence on explanations.

A key guide into eastern rhetorical insights for westerners is Ralph Waldo
Emerson. Favoring not instruction but provocation, his rhetorical strategy gives
clear answers only to take them away. His assimilation of eastern influences helps
him to focus less on either logic or self expression and more on taking himself out

of time into the metaphorical place between.
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Introduction: Journeying
To the Metaphorical East
Picture my fear and confusion.
It was my first day of teaching. I had never taken an
education course in my life. I had figured that if ever I found myself teaching, I'd
just tell students what I knew. Now it didn’t seem so simple.

As 1 stood facing twenty-two Arabi king in a small Leb

i3 )

village, they stood facing me. Quickly I understood that, at least in every outward
way, teachers are far more venerated in other societies; students quickly rise when
the teacher enters and sit only when invited to do so.

Now what? I stood facing them. They stood facing me. I had received a
cordial introduction from the immense and affable Principal, who had admonished
my students to show me all due respect--I who had travelled several thousand
miles to the Military Zone just to help them learn English. But he was gone now.
What next?

For a few instants those words "Military Zone" made me a bit uncomfortable.
I glanced briefly out the classroom window, beyond the balcony, up to Mount
Hermon and beyond. I could see into three countries (Lebanon, Syria, and Israel);
I was very much a foreigner in at least four, this great quiet classroom seeming the
biggest country of all.

I will never forget noting how many thoughts, all eloquently embodied in key

words, can go through a person’s mind in just the ten seconds before the inception




2
of actual speech. And how memorable is that silence before the speech of a
lifetime, the constellating and breathing of words in a calculated rhetorical act.

Exactly what should I be saying to precisely these Leb s--and

B

about the great tradition of English literature that I loved? Could these students
really read Milton or "The Rape of the Lock"?
Vividly I remember that silence between, the flashback I saw so clearly in a

few ds that involved a whole of my life.

Just two years earlier, as an undergraduate junior at Kalamazoo College, I had
been studying, as one of a handful of white students, at Fourah Bay College in
Sierra Leone. How I had loved my friends and our journeys to their homes in the
"bush"; but it was the classrooms I remembered now--one in particular: The
Political History of West Africa, or some such thing.

Let me picture the scene on a typical stifling hot morning. Having wandered
down the gorgeous paths, lined with oleander and dotted with whole bushes of
hybiscus, I entered the lecture hall--100 or more students in a lecture-style room
waiting for the professor to enter. By unfortunate custom, the white students sat
together near the front; others were from all over Africa--many countries and
many tribal groups--but all here to learn about their own political history.

Of course it was a history they knew about. They were living in it; during the
Biafran Civil War as it was, for example, Ibo and Yoruba ("enemies") sat in the
same room to learn about themselves.

The professor came in. She was a young white woman. She was an expert,
educated at a major British university. She I d for ninety mi while
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everyone in the room took copious notes. Then we all went into the real world
again.

I asked my Ibo friend and neighbor in the dorm what he thought of all this.
He said the woman knew much. But did she teach him anything new? Well, the
woman knew much--and she had a degree from a great university. She had come
all the way to Africa to teach us.

She had come all the way....The Principal in Marjoyoun had said I had come

all the way....Was I going to b had I already b , like that white

woman?

And I quickly remembered two other lessons at Fourah Bay College, though I
have forgotten almost everything I learned about political history. My favorite
course--and the one I had really come to take--was a class on "primitive religion."
It was taught by a leader at the college, a respected scholar on Mende religion
particularly. He had written books. He knew about tribal customs. He was a wise
man.

He lectured the six or eight of us in his class, speaking to us from long pages
of manuscript notes. The men had to wear ties; the women had to wear dresses.
He permitted no questions, expected no discussion, spoke as the authority.

He was a wise man.

Several weeks later, travelling with a friend a hundred miles into the jungle to
his village, I got to know my friend’s father, a famous Chief. The Chief had
twenty-three wives, almost a hundred children, a huge cocoa plantation, and a

marvelous little station wagon with a motor like a Singer sewing machine. He




spoke beautiful English.

He gave me, for a few weeks, my own house. And he said, "If you want to
know about our religion, come out on the night of the full moon and dance with
us. Then, if you have questions, come to me and ask."

I danced all one night, along with the whole village, to the beat of giant drums
played with their entire forearms by huge men. People joked about me: "Now, if
he only learns the Mende language, he will be one of us." And I understood the
centrality of language in the cohesion and belongingness of groups that night in a
wholly new way.

And I asked the Chief many questions. He too was a very wise man.

The other lesson was shorter. Back in Freetown, I came out to watch a parade
on a festival day. Riding in the back seats of shining Mercedes were the Justices of
the Supreme Court--all large Black men. Each wore a very British powdered wig.

To be truthful, I struggled not to laugh at their absurd appearance, realizing
only a moment later the real import here: power, including the authority to decree

laws and judge issues affecting a whole country, and including the written aspects

of the law--all this power here was borrowed from a colonial system foreign to the
Sierra Leoneans I knew and loved.

But these too were wise men.

In any case, all this went through my mind quickly as I stood in front of my
young Lebanese students-—-as they stood before me.

Somehow I remembered to ask them to be seated, and then, casting my voice

into an absolutely still well of d silence, I talked. I thanked them and the
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village for inviting me to Lebanon. I talked about where I had been and what I
cared about. I talked about my love for literature which I hoped to share with
them. I talked about how I hoped to learn more and more about them and their
families, their aspirations for the future, their dreams.
Fortunately, no cross-border shelling went on that day. The silence was too

perfect b us by now, b the American teacher "who had come so far"

and the Leb holars who were d in a fascinating ballet of furtive

)

glances and raised eyebrows among them.

They had not expected this. The wanted me to teach. My job, as they saw it,
was to tell them what they needed to know. Then they could study, memorize, and
pass the government exams. Those British exams--you know, the very ones given
to British teenagers twenty years before--those exams were looming.

Later, for many afternoons to come, I would watch pairs or small bands of
students marching up and down the courtyard of the small college memorizing
lessons, remembering verbatim my oftentimes casual words (!).

At that moment I was not a wise man. They called me the "chatty professor."

Well, in the following years my behaviors became less overt but no less
subversive. I wanted my students to do well on the exams, of course; but I also
wanted them to think for themselves-—-really to have fresh ideas, say, about
‘Wordsworth’s "The World Is Too Much With Us." I knew that such a text could

be ingful to these stud personally. Who could know more about the

tension between materialism and ancient spiritual values? Who could say more

about the differences between spending time making money or eating lunch for




three hours with a friend?

What I learned most in those years has not to do so much with pedagogy--
though I certainly had (and have) a lot to learn about techniques. Nor does what I
learned have chiefly to do with teaching English as a second language: I just kept
searching for ideas that work. It is true that my students taught me many things
about Shakespeare and Pope and Yeats and Dickinson, just as I hope they
learned from me not only about literature but also about global issues--but even
all this is not chief among what I feel I have learned over the years of adjusting to
new societies and finally to various school cultures within America.

Whether in America or abroad there is for each student and each classroom a
key tension between two cultures. Before I try to define what these cultures are or
what they have to do with various rhetorical behaviors (not to mention
pedagogical endeavors)--let me just visualize them first.

You can use simple labels to begin with if you want--I've even created a chart

to which we can refer, und ding that lly we may have to qualify or
perfect these labels:

West East

new old

intellectual/social intuitional/personal

mechanical spiritual

academic experiential

scholarly prayerful

a rhetoric of a rhetoric of

research (review) insearch, here & now

adulthood childhood &/or

amiable old age

But let me share a memory first--again from the Lebanese border with Israel.
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Thinking of this border, a no-man’s land between two worlds, always helps me to
visualize the gulf of which I will be speaking.

Picture a tall fence between two warring countries. There are harsh electric
lights at night. In the daytime vigilant patrols go up and down on both sides. No
one must cross this border going in either direction.

I remember standing at this place one spring day. First I looked into Israel

where "the desert bloomed." New olive trees were flourishing in beautifully-tended

groves on the greening hillsides. Straight and well-maintained roads organized the
landscape. Here there was every sign of careful planning, scientific inquiry and
discourse about planning and inquiry, and plenty of organization.

On "my" side, still in Lebanon, was a totally different scene, inspiring in a
different way. Ancient roadways meandered around hills, part of the timeless road
that once carried goods from Byblos or Tyre to Jerusalem or around Mount
Hermon to Damascus. Olive trees grew here as well, but mostly older ones
planted at random, never in rows. There was little planning or organizing here,
except for the organic patterning of nature left to her own designs.

The point, you are asking? Well, it’s not so simple as a "point," but so far
these assertions might be made, tentative and subject to much more discussion:

(a) The worlds on the two sides of the fence are
both real.
(b) Both real worlds struggle to be realized in
each specific man and woman, whether coming at first from
the east or from the west.
(c) The tensions between or interplay between
these two world are thoroughly

(d) A global understanding of rhetoric and
complete pi of literacy educati quire a full
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awareness of the real worlds on both sides of the
fence.

(e) The seeds of the understanding of each world
are scattered along the other side of the fence.

() For those of us in the West, where mostly we
prefer the straight rows and the new plants
scientifically irrigated, intuitions we may have about a
fuller or more global picture of discourse and literacy
education can be crystallized by study of eastern
rhetorics--even as most of us will remain thoroughly
western rhetoricians and researchers in the end.

For the purpose of further discussion—-though of course warping the truth
somewhat while still working at a very general level--why not characterize western
vs. eastern rhetorical traditions a little more concretely?

We can begin by agreeing what is to be meant by rhetoric. Robert T. Oliver,

(1971), prefers to quote Donald C. Bryant ("Rhetoric: Its Function and Its Scope,"
Quarterly Journal of Speech, December 1953): Rhetoric is "the function of
adjusting ideas to people and people to ideas." The usefulness of such a definition
is its dynamism: rhetoric does hing, creating or redefining a relationship
among individuals. Rhetoric in this context defines or manipulates reality within

certain situations. But its definition of reality is never absolute. Oliver,
significantly, adds to his working definition of rhetoric: rhetoric is the function of
adjusting ideas to people or people to ideas and rhetoric is the function of
adjusting people to people (6-7).

In the study and the use of rhetoric, reality is relative; it is culturally relative,
in fact. Certainty is not the province of rhetoric; or, looked at another way, Truth
itself is relative. Again referring to Robert T. Oliver (6):
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The function of rhetoric is not, like dialectic, to examine a given
subject in order adequately to depict its nature. Nor is rhetoric, like

it designed to-di ritied iR sy
about a subject. The province of rhetoric, as Aristotle pointed out, is
the realm of prob-abilities. We do not argue about that which is
certain or attainable; we try to persuade concerning propositions
which have alternative acceptable conclusions.

"Alternative acceptable conclusions"--but how many alternatives are acceptable
and in what range may be a cultural variable. If the province of rhetoric is neither
to define absolutely nor to absolutely define, it follows that rhetoric has to do with
areas of choice within human experience and how people may be influenced in
making these choices. What rhetoricians may do to influence choices, however, is
again relative: "The kinds of ideas that interest or move people and the reasons
why they accept or reject them are not universals; they are specific attributes of
specific cultures” (7).

Of course some of these culture-specific attributes may be specific indeed. But
for the sake of discussion only, here a rough distinction is being made between the
very general categories "east” and "west." Understand at the outset that these
designations are not meant to be geographical. That is, eastern aspects of rhetoric
may be alive and well in the geographical west (among those for whom the east is
a particular study or among those, like Ralph Waldo Emerson, for whom the east

has acted as a kind of influence or filter for spontaneous intellectual or spiritual

ideas). Likewise, i ingly, western predispositions in rhetoric are likely to be
more and more influential in the east, especially among expanding market

economies. I speak of dich i ively and lly, all in an effort to

P

help us western thinkers rise beyond our own already-achieved categories.
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The east and the west are metaphors. Both are alive in each of us.

Yet it is the metaphorical west that rules us pedagogically; it has defined the

limits of how we see literacy and the very rhetorical stance of literacy education.

Robert T. Oliver, like almost everyone else describing the origins of what is
western in western rhetoric, calls us back to Plato in the famous passage from
Phaedrus, where he has Socrates say the following on how we may define rhetoric:

The conditions to be filled are these. First, you must know the truth
about the subject you speak or write about; that is to say, you must
be able to isolate it in definition, and having so defined it, you must
understand how to divide it into kinds, until you reach the limit of
division; secondly, you must have a corresponding discernment of
the nature of the soul, discover the type of speech appropriate to
each nature, and order and arrange your discourse accordingly,
addressing a variegated soul in a variegated style that ranges over
the whole gamut of tones, and a simple soul in a simple style. All
this must be done if you are to become competent, within human
limits, as a scientific practitioner of speech, whether you propose to
expound or persuade. (Edith Hamilton and Huntington Cairns, eds.
The Collected Dialogues of Plato. New York, 1961, 522-523)

Embedded in this famous passage is almost everything western about the
western traditions of rhetoric. (a) You must "know the truth about your subject"
before you write or speak about it; only relatively recently have western rhetorics
allowed that one may write, in that very process, to first learn about the subject.
(b) You must "divide [your subject] into kinds," classifying and categorizing,
dissecting and analyzing--all very useful (but also, as we shall see, distorting or
restricting as well). (c) Order and arrange your discourse in certain patterns which
can be learned, practiced, and ingrained.

In the west, rhetoric has been a study to help people to get a job done.

To show how all the above distinguishes western rhetorical theory and practice
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from eastern theory and practice, Robert T. Oliver is once again the best source--
also in his seminal work icatio Culture in Ancient
focused on attitudes to rhetoric. For sure, several centuries of rhetorical study in
the west have produced a vast and varied literature on the study of rhetoric; "the
west has been intoxicated with eloquence and the means of attaining it" (9-10). In
ancient India and China, on the other hand, Oliver asserts that the bibliography is
very slim indeed on the subject of rhetoric. But it is Oliver’s explanation of these
facts which is so important here:

To state the matter most simply, in the West rhetoric has been

considered to be so important that it has had to be explored and

delineated separately, as a special field of knowledge about human

relations. In the East, rhetoric has been considered so important that

it could not be sef d from the inder of human knowledge
(10).

Let’s look at the above facts and perspectives in a little more concrete way. I
am reminded by Oliver of the lovely distinction Antoine de Saint-Exupery makes
in the early pages of his The Little Prince. First he shows that he takes rhetorical
acts very seriously:

For I do not want anyone to read my book carelessly. I have

suffered too much grief in setting down these memories. Six years

have already passed since my friend went away from me, with his

sheep. If I try to describe him here, it is to make sure that I shall

not forget him. To forget a friend is sad. Not everyone has had a

friend. And if I forget him, I may become like the grown-ups who

are no longer interested in anything but figures (18-19).
De Saint-Exupery must write his memories down in order not to lose them--but
also in order not to be changed into a merely reasoning and logical adult person

"no longer interested in anything but figures." At the same time, in his rhetorical
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sophistication, he knows that he has to reach those adults (those westerners) too;

if his audi were only child that would change the way he tells the story,
meaning that there are two distinct rhetorics involved. To only children he could
say, "The proof that the Little Prince existed is that he was charming, that he
laughed, and that he was looking for a sheep. If anybody wants a sheep, that is
proof that he exists." But grown-ups and western rhetoricians who grew up cheek
to jowl with the Greeks will want another treatment before being satisfied: "The
planet he came from is Asteroid B-612." Oh well, then: they would be convinced.

Here is how the author would have liked to begin his story--but this would
only work for readers who are comfortable with the idea that fairy tales are true:

Once upon a time there was a little prince who
lived on a planet that was scarcely bigger than
himself, and who had need of a sheep....

You see the problem.

The issue here is the basic issue about what is real and how a person can talk
about it. Robert T. Oliver and others explain that in the east, universally, writers
and thinkers are devoted to the "related concepts of unity and harmony":

In this view all things properly belong together and coexist.
Consequently, the ancient East has not been much interested in
logic, which necessarily correlates unlike elements, nor has it favored
either definition or classification as aids to clear thought (10).
Plato’s way of first knowing the truth about a subject and then dividing it "into
kinds" is a foreign way of thinking. In fact, as Oliver too implies, clear thought
itself (as the west defines it) is not of particular value in the east:

Whereas the West has favored analysis and division of subject
matter into identifiable and separate entities, the East has believed
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that to see truth steadily one must see it whole. (Oliver 10)
If, in the process, "outlines are dimmed" (10), such a "loss" is more than
compensated by the varied gains of "viewing the subject in its interrelated entirety"
(10).

If your effort is to define a certain aspect of what you call real, a certain
rhetoric will provide you the tools. You will classify, characterize, clarify. You will
make distinctions and prove your definitions true if your readers or listeners
accept your categories. On the other hand, if your purpose is to unify, describe,
exemplify, you will need other rhetorical tools. You will see intellectual categories,
no matter how carefully logical, as comfortable abstractions or damaging
delusions. Your philosophy of rhetoric, if you choose to develop one, will focus not

so much on clarity, proof, and consistency for the sake of an audience--rather it

will focus more on di: Vs i sS, eXpressi ss, and i i y for
your own sake.

You need to choose between a rhetoric of ideas which is persuasive and rather

definite or a rhetoric of insights which is necessarily continuous and fluctual.

Such approaches to rhetoric, then, seem at first almost mutually exclusive. One
wonders if it is possible to speak about one world from the perspective of another.
Yet we must remember that there is just this one world, and even in western-
dominated research westerners have developed various ways of talking about its
unity.

Especially westerners--fond, you see, of classifying and dividing and defining
things in formal outline--especially westerners need to be reminded constantly that
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there is but one world. Think of Carlos Castaneda in the first of the books about
Don Juan (1968), ings of Don : A Yaqui Way of Knowk
Carlos is a chatty degree candidate who is obsessed with taking notes. The only
discourse he knows is academic: he is in the process of inventing a dissertation,
sifting through and constantly reorganizing pages of notes. Under Don Juan’s

M i salli hder the infl of the halluci iated with

& ” B

Don Juan’s instruction about becoming a "man [sic] of knowledge," Carlos enters
and retreats--enters a "separate reality” and then returns to "this world." He begins
to think that he experiences two worlds, and he is torn between them. Here are
Don Juan’s words, his rhetorical effort to teach:

You think there are two worlds for you--two paths. But there is only

one...The only world available to you is the world of men, and that

world you cannot choose to leave. You are a man! The protector

[Mescalito] showed you the world of happiness where there is no

difference between things because there is no one there to ask about

the difference. But that is not the world of men. The protector

shook you out of it and showed you how a man thinks and fights.

That is the world of man. And to be a man is to be condemned to

that world. You have the vanity to believe you live in two worlds,

but that is only your vanity. There is but one single world for us. We

are men and must follow the world of men contentedly (152-153).

The way of knowledge, the "path with heart," while not a road down which
one can talk oneself, is a road on which descriptions and simple instructions and
even metaphorical explanations can help a "man of knowledge" discipline and
clarify himself. His rhetoric borrows from both east and west: from "east" the
ritual repetition, the subtle suggestion, the unitary vision, the assertion of the
oneness of all things; from the "west", the ability to offer at least partial

explanations, if only so that apprentices of the future may follow. Note that
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Castaneda appends, to this very first volume, a different treatment of all the same
material, but this time labelled "Structural Analysis." His western desire to explain
and categorize is over-riding.
Teachers of some variety of spiritual knowledge in various cultural traditions,

while relying on lang; to instruct ices in a knowledge that essentially

) PP
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goes beyond explanations, bring of rhetoric face to face with the mystery

and the key paradox of language. While we can be inspired by Don Juan’s words--

For me there is only the travelling on the paths that have a heart, or

any path that may have a heart. There I travel, and the only

worthwhile challenge for me is to travel its full length. And there I

travel--looking, looking breathlessly (185).
-the question remains, how do we talk about or define or demonstrate or describe
this walking on the path? What indeed is the path? How can I express my
experiences of it to even one other person? Could I hope to do so definitively?
The question is how to talk about insightful experiences without at the same time
killing them.

Stimulating a great deal of thought on these questions, Toby Fulwiler, in his

Teaching With Writing, refers to Georges Gusdorf in the section on "Thought and
Language." In 1977 Gusdorf analyzed the "double and often contradictory role" of

our language in personal development. We communicate ideas and facts to other

people--often we get very good at this in schools; and we use language to express

s, to di ol to Ives, to reveal ourselves spiritually. As

Fulwiler puts it, the two roles--"communicative" and "expressive"--may often seem
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to oppose each other. Quoting Gusdorf directly now, "The more I communicate,
the less I express myself; the more I express myself, the less I communicate” (in
Fulwiler 3).

The writer’s dilemma, then, and the cross-cultural challenge in the study of
rhetoric through the ages, is it not both to express oneself and define concepts at
the same time? How can I help you to understand without losing my own identity
in the categories of discourse I must use in order to be understood? How can I
discover and use a rhetoric of personal reflection without sounding, in my speech,
either simply crazed and incoherent or, even in my careful speech, nonetheless
anti-intellectual?

And please note how the imagery of this particular discourse is beginning to
hinge decisively on dualities, opposites, dichotomies--or their real or invented or
eventual unity. Is this imagery, once again, not the core of the larger image
throughout of the "east" and the "west"?

Yet another general way of "defining," from a western perspective, the

N h

ical distinction east and west is to note the differing social

contexts in which rhetoric happens. Whereas the west, formed in its rhetorical
ideas by Plato, Aristotle, and Periclean speech-making, focuses on persuasion, such
is much less the case in the east. Throughout the east there is very little lecture
tradition, no long tradition of political debate, no love of eloquence for its own
manipulative sake (Oliver 1-2), no eternal worry about sophism. Rather, the
eastern traditions focus on declamation, recitation, prayer, inner search, and subtle

innuendo. Yet in daily life, as at all times in all places, the rhetorical issues may
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not be as overtly philosophical as I make them seem.
The key to understanding the Asian mind and Asian civilization is
their manner of talk: how they addressed one another and why,
under what circumstances, on what topics, in what varied styles, with
what intent, and with what effects? (Oliver 2-3)

It should be clear by now that "east" and "west," "the rhetoric of the east" and
the "rhetoric of the west"--all are terms that absolutely do not exist absolutely. We
can use these terms only metaphorically, loosely, carefully in relationship to each
other. Referring back to the chart (above) of "east" vs. "west," surely you can see
that no single person--nor a whole culture--is likely to be isolated on one side.
Rather we could begin to regard these as competing sets of energies. Real people,
as well as whole populations, are no doubt drawn in two directions at once.

So?

It is the felt gulf between, the silence as it were between the beating of the
angels’ wings, that I want to ask about. How could we learn a new or clearer
vision for our study of rhetoric or for the pedagogies of literacy by standing in the
silence between? How can insights acquired in this study help us to define a
rhetoric of spiritual, personal discovery in an age not characterized by prophecy or
revelation? How could a person’s own words help a new future unfold?

New future, you say? Redundant? I mean a future which is not a
reconstruction of somebody else’s time shaped even by identical forces. 'm
talking about our ability (or not) to intervene in history. I'm talking about bridging
the gulf.

But most of us, western academics or those under the influence of western



18
intellectual-rhetorical tradition especially, remain imprisoned in a strict duality. We
suffer from this duality on several layers because we know intuitively a gulf
between parts of ourselves.

Let me explain what I mean by such a duality.

First, teachers and students both will easily und d the felt di i of
this duality. It is experienced as a gulf between two lives. We enjoy an intellectual
life and, outside the academy, a personal life. If we are artists, we are always
struggling with the perceived dissonance between the art and the life. Often there
is so little time for the art, and entirely too much routine personal lived
experience. Or we wish we had a greater share of time for writing poems, novels,
articles, or plays and a lesser share of time for grading students’ essays or cooking
the evening meal or driving Emily to swimming practice.

Don’t students experience this duality too?

In fact, it may torture them more deeply than it does us. They ask, "What do
these lectures and studying for these tests and doing the research (whatever that
is) have to do with me?"

Of course many students don’t ask these questions. They remind me of an

article by David Bathol ("I ing the University" in Mike Rose, ed., When

A Writer Can’t Write). Batholomae claims that in writing for us students seek to

join our di ity--they "reil the University." Yet writing will be
quired before the intell | skills are learned. Hence the student voice

mimicking authority, the hollow bluffs. The problem of audience awareness

becomes, for our students, enormously complicated when they are subject to a
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language they can neither command nor control. If "learning," at least as it is
defined in the liberal arts curriculum, becomes more a matter of imitation and
parody than a matter of "invention and discovery" (143), this is another way of
saying that large groups of students are denied access to literacy in the very setting
in which we say they are gaining access to literate traditions. The environments in
which we may place our students (like the land of "administered thought" in
Richard Ohmann’s picture of Comp 101) may actually prevent development in
literacy.

Many of us are so used to duality, to the sensation of leading more than one
life, that we stop noticing such dissonance. And it is far more convenient to ignore
it (that related duality) in our students.

‘What can we do to regain an experience of the whole life again? How can we

give a greater gift to students--especially those of us who teach in English and

writing and h ities depar the gift of wholism, a meaning for the
academic dimensions of life, a reason for colleges and universities as institutions?
‘We will not find as many clues as we expect to the answers for these questions

in our own research only. To let "the academy" ine itself academically to

reform the academy could go on inconclusively for generations. It would be rather
like a sick patient trying to talk himself or herself out of being sick in purely
medical terms. A new conceptual universe would be required, and a new
vocabulary. Perhaps even a miracle.

Fortunately, we do not have to wait for miracles. In our own research on

language and literacy in the last few decades are the seeds of our salvation--the
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seeds scattered on the other side of the fence.
I often feel that I have to see something a new way. Intuitively I see that I will
not understand better an issue, a problem, a hem in the fabric of reality, by using

the bulary or the conceptual categories already in my possession. I will have

to step outside myself. Then I remember Fritjof Capra in his Tao of Physics and

how, quoting the early ieth century physicist Werner Heisenberg, he justified

his will to compare unlike things:

It is probably quite true generally that in the history of human
thinking the most fruitful developments frequently take place at the
points where two different lines of thought meet. These lines may
have their roots in quite different parts of human culture, in
different times or different environments or different religious
traditions: hence if they actually meet, that is if they are at least so
much related to each other that a real interaction can take place,
then one may hope that new and interesting developments may
follow.

Bringing app ly di ptual or experiential universes into the

neighborhood of each other develops light and heat: illumination and imaginative

energy.
That is what 'm going to try to do here.

Doing so makes the topics I organize and the language I use in this discourse
quite personal. If I create metaphors centering on the Sufi tradition of the rhetoric
of enlightenment, or the associated Zen tradition, or the example of Ralph Waldo
Emerson, I do so in a personal way. You could only expect me to draw from what
I know--if by know we mean both intellectual conviction and experiential certainty.

I offer one way of thinking about the questions listed below; each reader will also
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have to draw from personal experience--no matter what continent, metaphorically,
or what historical epoch is most personal to him or to her.

In planning a journey of just this type, it must be understood that there are no
definite maps. Maps delineate a linear journey precisely in terms of the map.
Arriving at a destination happens in terms of the map. Here the awkwardness is in
using a map but then changing the language and the strategy of the map before
arriving when, in terms of where we wish to go, the language of the map no longer
identifies where we are reaching. To arrive at an understanding of the
metaphorical east in western rhetoric will mean looking at the blurred but vital
landscape just under the one we already know about on our western map. It will
mean subverting and resisting all along the way.

Similarities we may find among divergent "traditions"--Sufism, Zen, the works
of Ralph Waldo Emerson--will not make sense if looked at reasonably in terms of

influences. It is unlikely that medieval Sufis, for ple, were infl d by

knowledge of porary developments in far-away Zen. Nor would it be easy--

nor even useful except in terms of a merely intellectual history--to prove how or

how much Emerson was influenced by either Sufism or Zen-like (mostly earlier

Hindu) writings. What we have to find is more g I, more uni f of

a rhetorical land: land: we can iate with the metaphorical east.

r P

This may be a landscape that we already know, though not distinctly--one which
we can ignore-just under the features of our western map. It is a real language,

nonetheless, and one the exploration of which p ially to us the non-

P

dual and a richness of discourse which liberates the spirit. It will also resist and
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subvert the assumptions about rhetoric which we already feel more comfortable to
have made.

All this is therefore not so much about Sufism, Zen, or Emerson as it is, right
now, about us.

What calls me is a certain spirit of journeying--you know, the kind of
journeying when you wake up on a clear, cool day knowing that you want to
wander now, perhaps for many days. You eat a good meal, put on your most
comfortable old shoes, pitch a few snacks into a bag, and away you go. If someone
asks where you are going, you say "wherever my feet might be taking me." And
you mean it. Not knowing too clearly exactly what to expect or how your trek will
end up is part of the adventure.

But if you’re taking readers along, you have necessarily an added weight of
responsibility. Being in this circumstance myself, there follow certain defining lists
or classifications. While such lists or classifications might--from the standpoint of
an adventurer—-keep us from exploring many interesting sideroads and deep gullies
branching down to the river, at least we know we will get home for Christmas.

And, as hing leads to hing, we can always come back for other journeys

for many years to come.

(1) Assumptions in this discourse include: (a) the definition of literacy is

ily cultural, whether you like to define literacy that way or not; (b)
western research on literacy and western rhetorical predispositions which shape

that research are extremely likely to be ethno-centric (just as is the eastern
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perspective on western life and letters); (c) multiple perspectives on language and
learning, imaginatively created, can act on us as missile-like lectures of the roshi,

with equally unsettling-of-the-world-as-we-view-it results; (d) having become

unsettled, we can come face to face ively with the ionality of our own
hinking--we will see ourselv lingly; (e) engaging in this long-term journey-
into-other-people’s-ways-of-making: ing actively can help us, in practical

terms, to understand what to do about practical pedagogical problems; (f) having
some fresh ideas about what to do, we can try that doing before starting the whole

process all over again. We will find that there is really no end to the journeying.

Why follow exactly this path up the mountain? The Sufi insight is an insight of

P 1 discovery, endless prayer, recitation; the rhetoric of personal revelation is
complete submission to God. The words are a way beyond the language, beyond
the self, straight to God. The Zen insight I take to be related to the Way of the

Sufi, but even more personal, even more remarkable in its involvement with

words. Its enlightenment is said to be an enligt beyond 1 ge using
language to point the way. And Ralph Waldo Emerson’s insight was a way of
drawing intuitively from extra-Christian mystical traditions even without completely
entering those traditions. His search to balance the Intellect and the Spirit, Jesus

and the Buddha, the society and the self convictingly prefigures the search for

balance which calls many ieth century hers in several fields, in many
countries, to look both east and west within. All that follows, as I recreate my own

path up the mountain, is meant to be an extended answer to the question: what
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does attention to the rhetorical subtleties of these traditions add or confirm in an
already prevalent quest in western research to address these issues?
Certain issues—-there are scores of these, but I mean here to focus on the

following:

(1) How can an attempt to see more global issues in the study of rhetoric
help us to face the conventionality of our own thoughts about language?

(2) More specifically, what might a study of Sufi traditions teach us (or

confirm in us) about pedagogy or about the I guage of p I reflection?

(3) What unique insights might a study of rhetoric in the Zen tradition also
contribute to the same study?

(4) How can a perspective on the unique achievements of Ralph Waldo
Ei that fc on his intuiti ing of cul teach us about modern
approaches to global diversity?

(5) In all the above cases, how does a rhetoric of explanations and

clarifications transform itself into a rhetoric of revelation by shocking, surprising,
or irritating people into greater awareness?
(6) How might learning all the above constructively and meaningfully affect
practical pedagogical methods?
Tentative answerings to these questions will involve the following methods:
(a) Both a general survey of Sufism, Zen or Taoism, and the works
ofRalphWnldoEmerwnmgasmdyofmtﬁcted texts;
(b) Purposive looks at differing ideas or perspectives in order to
clarify what, in isolation, might be more obscure;
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(c) Always a focus and a concentration on how newly global

on English education could ent learning;

| ol o &

(d) Simultaneous research, in a western sense, and insearch, in an
eastern sense;

(e) An equal respect for both sides of the fence.

What do I think it will come down to if you travel with me? We will go

together, with this one over-arching question in mind, though not expecting a final

answer, nonethel lizing in an d

d way the useful of asking

impossible questions:

What is, finally, the role of rhetoric in seeking

the Truth?

If, especially as westerners, we begin to define the Truth as unfinished,
incomplete, and therefore inexpressible as definition, what is the useful and
ultimate role of intellect alone in relation to achieved intuition? Can there, in our
own times, be a rhetoric of spiritual insearch which is not only a talking about but
also a talking within perceived truth? How can an understanding of such a
potential rhetorical reality contribute to sound and successful teaching practices?
Ho;v can a study of the rhetoric of personal revelation in ancient-and-also-living,
non-western traditions (even among western writers) help us to conceptualize and

to meaningfully practice a rhetoric of personal insearch in a modern secular age?
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There follow three related extended essays--on Sufism, on Zen or Taoism, and
on Ralph Waldo Emerson--centering in general on a rhetoric of personal
transformation and prayerful or poetic speech. None of these essays is meant to
be definitive or final; they are more like goadings toward further thought and
practice. Each essay is a personal exploration, the writing of which has shaken and
challenged my own ideas about rhetoric, literacy, and pedagogy to the extent of

personal crisis.



Ancient Sufism and Modern English Education:
A Vision at the Connection of Divergent Cultures

Introduction
The Watermelon Hunter

Once upon a time there was a man who strayed, from his
own country, into the world known as the Land of Fools. He soon
saw a number of people flying in terror from a field where they had
been trying to reap wheat. "There is a monster in that field,” they
told him. He looked, and he saw that it was a watermelon. He
offered to kill the ‘monster’ for them. When he had cut the melon
from its stalk, he took a slice and began to eat it. The people
became even more terrified of him than they had been of the melon.
They drove him away with a pitchforks crying, "He will kill us next,
unless we get rid of him.” It so happened that another time another
man also strayed into the land of fools, and the same thing started
to happen to him. But, instead of offering to help them with the
’monster,’ he agreed with them that it must be dangerous, and by
tiptoeing away from it with them he gained their confidence. He
spent a long time with them in their houses until he could teach
them, little by little, the basic facts which would enable them not
only to lose their fear of melons, but even to cultivate them
themselves. (Shah 207-08)

Sufism, an uncodified body of practices of teaching and learning in a broader
tradition of Islamic mysticism--seems far removed in time and place from the
modern English classroom. Yet Sufi attitudes and practices have helped maintain,
for "literate" and "non-literate” Muslims alike, a theory of knowledge that serves
well even to the present day. Sufism has no single satisfactory definition; no single
theory of teaching and learning has ever been codified. Its "truth without form"
(Shah 202) is reborn and modified in each successive generation of learners and
teachers who seek together "attainment.”

But that is the point. The process of repeating the search for ultimate

27
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definitions in a system recognizing cultural and historical relativity will make
possible the activities through which we may reach our goals in spite of ourselves.
What could the Islamic mystics of all ages teach us, from their rich heritage of
research on language and learning, about the directions in which our best thoughts
on English education are moving? What could they have to do with us? Travelling

into their realm may help us to achieve an objective distance from our own

. 2 _aamen.

hing and learning. Sufi meditations on teaching
and learning can help us to define tentative answers to key issues:

**What is Sufism?

**What is the place between in Sufi theory of knowing
and what could this have to do with us?

**From the Sufi perspective, what assessments might be
made concerning knowledge, literacy, the role of
language in learning, and cultural relativity?

**What can we learn from the Sufi vision of learners?

**What can we learn from the Sufi vision of teachers?

**What can we learn from the Sufi vision of
institutions?

**What of Sufi teaching and learning could help

us redefine, for modern westerners, a rhetoric of

creative personal discovery?

Only quite lately, perhaps, have we begun to teach the way the second man
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does in "The Watermelon Hunter," guided as we have been by a great body of
research on English education spanning several decades. That is, we begin from
the student and go from there, not always pretending to preconceive the eventual
outcomes yet maintaining fidelity to our theories about literacy, literature, and
education. We respect the various cultures in which we are called upon to
operate.

As we shall see, this is very much in keeping with the ancient Sufi ideas about
learners: learners are at different stages of "attainment,”" they come to learn for
vastly different reasons out of different cultural and social contexts, and they have
very particular needs which teachers can gradually address in a community of
“initiates" or learners.

The community in flux is the central metaphor of Sufi teaching: "Teachers in
one circle become pupils in another" ("Themes for Solitary Contemplation" in
Shah 232). Learning is always under way for all. The real subject of education is
how we know. And in this process we need each other. Within this mystic
tradition, then, there is less ascetisicm or scholasticism than we might expect.
There is only the ever-renewed opportunity for learning in ordered, rigorously
contemplated communities.

Sufi themes of contemplation are foreshadowed in the following passage from
a Sufi notebook (Shah 231-32):

Sufism is a study which is not scholastic. Its materials are taken from
llmostcveryformofhumanexpenenee Its books and pens are in
the envi and 1 g that the scholastic or

enthusiast ever dreams about. It is becanse recitations, effort and
books are included in this kind of study, and because Sufi teacher
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are called "Teacher,” that the fact of specialized communication has
become confused with academic or imitative study.

As in an enlightened vision of English education in our own era, the key
questions have to do with a definition of literacy, the role of print in knowledge-
making, the relationship of teachers and learners, and knowing as related to the
wider world. The central questions revolve around what seekers of knowledge do.
As Paulo Friere said in a conversation with Ira Shor, "While education is not the
lever for social transformation, nevertheless transformation is an educational
event" (Shor and Friere 134). It is therefore not too romantic or unrealistic to
imagine that we might be shocked into recognition of a vision for the twenty-first
century by looking deeply into the past within a tradition of personal and social
transformation. At the very least, doing so can create a sort of Sufi metaphor for
English education in the modern era.

By looking from outside in, from afar, we may see the whole picture. I have

taken another contemplation theme as my own guide (Abu Said in Shah 219):

"Being a Sufi is to put away what is in your head--imagined truth, p ptions,

conditioning--and to face what may happen to you."

What Is Sufism?

‘While it has been singularly difficult to define Sufism throughout the ages--for
reasons which will become more and more clear--there has been no dearth of
attempts, even among Sufis themselves. Some of these definitions, while useful,

seem almost too general to be clear. For example, Arberry refers to Sufism as "the
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mystical movement of an uncompromising monotheism" (12). Victor Danner, in

the introduction to his lation of Ibn "Atta’lllah’s The Book of Wisdom,

provides his own simple definition: "a body of teachings and methods having the
love and knowledge of God as their goal" (9). Or a modern-day Sufi--Salma Al-
Faqih Hassen in Sufism--insists that what distinguishes a Sufi from those for whom
love and gnosis are separate paths is the belief that "knowledge is an outcome of
love and visa versa" (6).

Yet none of these attempts to define the Sufis as Islamic mystics comes even
close to distinguishing the special flavor of Sufi belief and practice from other
mystical traditions--or even from the doctrine of Islam generally. And such
distinctions must be made in order to show how Sufism, and Sufism in particular,
can help modern westerners gain insights about the development of their own
rhetoric of personal insight.

Furthermore, the Sufis must be rescued from the popular stereotype of
"whirling" dervishes, the so called "intoxicated" Sufis. As John Renard, S.J., is quick
to point out in his introduction to Ibn *Abbad’s Letters on the Sufi Path, the
"sober" trends are the important ones in the study of Sufism, not the dancing
dervishes or the "weird feats like piercing limbs with knives" in occasional
degenerate communities throughout the Islamic world; the "sober" schools still
exist today (x-xi).

Nor must we take the easy way out, as others have preferred to do. To quote
the Sufi tradition generally and Ibn el-Jalili in particular, "Sufism is truth without

form" (in Shah 222). Of course it is Truth, or at least a search for Truth; all
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gnosticism is that. But the "without form" part is Sufic indeed--the suggestion
being that, far from being Absolute, the truth is relative, adaptive, evolving,
perhaps even whatever you make it.
Most westerners will want to know more, arguing that merely to define Sufism
as "truth without form" is really no definition at all. They will not be pleased for

sure with some suggestions which identify Sufism not just with Islam but even with

a kind of trans-historical, cross-cul universalism; Selma al-Fagih Hassen
referred to Sufism (in 1971) as "the truth in all religions" (3). Thinking also of
Sufism as "truth without [fixed] form," she wrote of a kind of Sufism adjusted to
various times and places; she asserted that Sufis existed long before the birth of
Muhammed and that in the Time of Jesus they were the Essenes, including John
the Baptist (4).

It is also Salma al-Fagih Hassen who quotes Hujwari on her very next page:
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