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ABSTRACT

TOWARD A MODEL OF READING
WRITING AS ORAL DISCOURSE

By

Cheryl Forbes

Dissertation Director

Dr. Randal Robinson

This study presents a model for reading nonfiction prose essays that have as a
major aspect of their style characteristics more typical of oral discourse than of
written discourse, the characteristics of face-to-face conversation. The texts used
for the study come from three unpublished student writers, four contemporary
essayists--George Garrett, Stanley Elkin, Lewis Thomas, and Stephen Jay Gould--
and a sixteenth-century pamphleteer, Thomas Nashe. Each text is read from the
perspective of oral discourse and is compared with the other texts to explore the
relationships between speaking and writing, rather than their differences. Such a
model of reading inevitably changes the structure of the composition classroom,
as well as the relationships among students and between students and teacher; it
also changes the relationship of students to their own texts, their colleagues’
texts, and the published texts they encounter. The model of reading proposed
points to a written discourse that is as interactive as oral discourse. Therefore,
this study offers a way for teachers to read socially, contextually,
ethnographically, and holisticaliy--taking all the ways we use language into
consideration as we read. Such reading requires that teachers of writing make
explicit the inseparability and interdependence of writing, speaking, reading, and

listening, as these processes inform and reinform each other.



“To read at all, we must read the book of ourselves
in the texts in front of us, and we must bring the
text home, into our thought and lives, into our

judgments and deeds.”

Robert Scholes, Protocols of Reading
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Prologue

“...1 was saying it to myself all the time as I wrote it; and if there are any passages
in it that seem to be difficult, I recommend reading them aloud....for some people,
at least, the meaning will stand out more clearly once the text is ‘heard’ in spoken
form.” M. A. K. Halliday, Spoken

and Written Language, xvi.

I love to write.

I have loved to write for as long as I can remember, almost as long as I have
loved to read. Not that I wrote when I was young the way I read. Then, in grade
school and high school, it seemed that all I did was read. Indiscriminately. It was
nothing to move from Dorothy L. Sayers to Joseph Conrad, from Phoebe Atwood
Taylor to Jane Austen. I even read cereal boxes and labels, long before
nutritionists encouraged us to do so. If nothing else, such lack of discrimination
gave me an eclectic education. It wasn’t just the stories I loved, though I did love
stories. I loved the sheer, physical act of putting my eyes on a white page of
black type. I loved to smell what I was reading, even musty books too long in
someone’s basement (like my grandmother’s). It seemed that all my senses were
involved when I read, but most of all my hearing. I heard books--the loud voices
of the characters as they talked, the suddenly quiet voice of the narrator as she
interrupted my concentration. 1 came to read while playing the radio or the
record player to prevent myself from being abruptly recalled by that too-soft
voice.

I mention how I read because it relates to how I write and because I can’t
separate the two activities. I hear words--words, sentences, paragraphs. I hear
them all the time. It’s something I can’t escape, any more than I can escape
having a mother with one green eye and one blue. When I am not writing, I am
writing. In my sleep, for instance. That began in high school. In the car. At
dinner, or breakfast--or even when I’'m reading, whether silently or aloud, the
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2

worst time of all to find myself writing, because my words tend to crowd out the
other conversation I was having.

Just as a day can’t go by without my reading, so a day can’t go by without
my writing, even if it is only a grocery list. But I prefer to write something,
anything, more substantial--an essay, a letter, a paragraph, notes for a new book--
so long as I am putting words on a screen or on scraps of paper. I’ve even been
known to write on napkins or kleenex. When I fail to spend the first part of my
day writing, as has been my habit for many years, I get grumpy, unfit to live with,
and so my husband says, “You need to be writing.” Yes. I need to be writing. 1
am consumed with literacy.

Yet, in a strange way, the literacy I am consumed with is not visual, not that of
the post-Ramist and -Gutenberg era that has dominated the last few hundred
years of discourse, but aural. I think about how words will sound, not how they
will look, even though I enjoy looking at a page of type. Not only that but I try
out every word I write by reading it aloud--and that habit includes every word of
this study, several times. Because, just as I want to hear what I read, I want others
to hear what I write. I've always thought of it as writing the way I talk. That is, I
am interested, both as a writer and as a reader, in the combination of orality and
literacy. The writers I enjoy--from scholars to mystery writers, from Deborah
Tannen to Ruth Rendell--are those who talk to me, person to person.!

Of course, these are merely personal preferences, idiosyncracies. They have
nothing to do with scholarship--what to study or how to write it. But I have
edited and interviewed enough writers, and read enough interviews writers and
editors have given, to know that my experience is not so uncommon. Writers

want to connect with readers; they want to talk to them. It is a passion, even

1 The style of Deborah Tannen, which is naturally conversational, makes her a
good model, just as it has enabled her to move easily from academic publishing to general
trade book publishing. Her general publisher, William Morrow, is known in the business as a
popular, “big book™ publisher, unlike. say, Little, Brown, or Knopf, which often publishes
more serious, quasi-academic titles, for instance, Daniel C. Dennett’s new book,
Consciousness Explained (Boston: Little, Brown, 1991). There are other models of course,
the work of Wayne Booth and Robert Scholes. or the recent work by Jane Tompkins and

Linda Kauffman.
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with writers like E. B. White, who hated to write but loved to have written.

How do I translate this passion and my experience with it into something
acceptable in the academy? Long before I began teaching, Donald Murray took
the title “A Writer Teaches Writing.” Something like that, though, was what 1
wanted. Or so I thought, until I thought about it some more and realized that
what I really wanted was to understand language itself and why it fascinated me.
I remembered my undergraduate introduction to Noam Chomsky, Kenneth Pike,
and other linguists, which I enjoyed, but theoretical linguistics didn’t interest me
enough to devote years to it. To apply linguistic theories to reading and writing--
that was something else again. That would interest me. And to do it, writing from
a personal perspective, as more and more scholars are doing, would interest me
even more.

So I began to read what scholars, researchers, and teachers had to say about
language, about literacy, about speaking and writing, about listening and reading,
about teaching. I learned a great deal, some of which transformed my thinking,
some of which confirmed my instincts, and some of which made me intransigent
about my own ideas. Well, actually, what I read made me mad, because what I
liked and knew about writing and reading was sometimes considered not only
bad but wrong, almost immoral. I had the wrong values. I wasn’t supposed to
like “talky” prose--and certainly I wasn’t supposed to encourage anyone to
write the way she talks. Writing and speaking are different. Writing is permanent
(sort of) and speaking is ephemeral. One uses print; the other vocal cords. One
speaks to somebody who isn’t around; the other speaks to people in the room or
across the hall. One is hard to do and unnatural; the other is easy, automatic. One
is done in isolation; the other in a crowd, or at least with a couple. One is smooth,
coherent, linear, organized, new; the other nothing but pauses, false starts,
disjointed statements, circularity, and formulas. One you can study, think about,
reconsider; the other can’t really be captured, tape notwithstanding, because of
all the paralinguistic stuff that helps it along. Writing and speaking are different
language systems. Writers do one thing, speakers another--and hardly ever do
the two overlap. I learned that this view of the differences between writing and
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reading has been called by various names, the most colorful metaphor being the
great divide. I also learned that the study of these differences is new--about two
decades old--and that recently some scholars have suggested that we should
focus on the relationships, the similarities, between speaking and writing, and not
the differences. The dichotomist, or great divide, position, has been under review.
There are many ways to investigate the relationship between speaking and
writing and many disciplines involved--everything from deconstruction and its
insistence on the unreliability of all language, spoken or written, to anthropology,
which studies oral, nonliterate societies for clues about the impact of writing, or
literacy, on the human mind.2 I have chosen to take the characteristics that
linguists say define face-to-face conversation and read certain writers from the
perspective of oral discourse: students first, modern essayists second, and then a
sixteenth-century pamphleteer, before returning again to students. Writers of
nonfiction at least from the sixteenth century have used oral discourse--have had
conversations with readers--even if they had to do this, paradoxically, through
the medium of print. Although we might have gone through a stage when
writers wanted to sound as unlike speakers as they could, things have started to
turn around; once again nonfiction writers are holding conversations with us.
We find the characteristics of spoken discourse over and over, sometimes used
flamboyantly, sometimes subtly. These characteristics allow for play, for risk-
taking, for open-endedness. Nothing is closed or closed off when writers
incorporate the characteristics of face-to-face conversation into their written
texts. All the writers I will introduce to you have that in common--from students
Mr. F and Ms. W to Thomas Nashe (the latter had almost no models for what he
was attempting, unlike those of us trying to write nonfiction prose today3).
And not only is their style playful, risky, and exploratory but so is their subject

2 Several recent books and articles, Reorientations, for instance, Reading and
Writing Differently, The New Literacy, or some of the recent issues of College English

approach writing and speaking and reading using modern critical theory.

3 I am not implying, however, that had Nashe had models he would have written in
a less-oral way. That would be to imply that an oral style is more “primitive” than a written
style; such discussions of primitive and sophisticated have been laid to rest by the work of
anthropologists investigating oral and literate cultures.
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5

matter, even when it is deadly serious. You can’t pin it down, hold it tight, or grip
it, any more than you can capture a meteor in flight. But it is possible to present a
way of “reading” the flight the meteor is on, and that I intend to do.

The choice to emphasize the characteristics of oral discourse in reading takes
into account perspectives from several disciplines--reader response theory,
cultural and social anthropology, rhetorical theory, and not least feminist criticism.
My goal is to present ways to read a certain kind of prose, which I am calling
writing as oral discourse.4 1 define “writing as oral discourse” as writing that
has as a major aspect of its style characteristics more typical of oral discourse than
of written discourse, the characteristics of face-to-face conversation. (I will
preview these characteristics in chapter one). Underlying this goal is my
assumption that such a model of reading inevitably changes the structure of the
classroom, as well as the relationships among students and between students and
teacher; it also changes the relationship of students to their own texts, their
colleagues’ texts, and the published texts they enounter, present and past. Such
a model of reading causes us to make explicit the inseparability and
interdependence of writing, speaking, listening, and reading, as they inform and
reinform each other.

To read from the perspective of oral discourse has implications for the style in
which I offer my suggestions; I intend my study to remain open and
open-ended, a “what if we read like...,” rather than a “this is the way itis.” My
study itself is an example of the melding of the oral and the written modes. Such
a blending is, as we shall see, exploratory, participatory, playful, conversational--
suggestive rather than authoritative. (As we shall also see, these adjectives
describe characteristics of a feminist approach to academic discourse.) Although
such a style can be repetitive, digressive, and even contradictory, what some
would consider its drawbacks, I, following Erving Goffman and Ann Berthoff,

4 Some might argue that this is nothing more than James Britton’s “expressive”
discourse; to my knowledge, however, no one has suggested that such discourse is oral; nor

has anyone approached the style that students use from the perspective of oral discourse--
except insofar as such characteristics are errors to be corrected and removed, even from

so-called “expressive” discourse. We are also lacking models for reading student prose.
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6

make no apologies for repetitions or digressions (I'm still deciding about the
contradictions). Conversational play is repetitive, digressive, even contradictory.

Here is the point. My central purpose is to suggest ways to read writing that
is oral. I am not trying to present a method for writing oral prose, any more than a
critic who reads advertising, John Milton, or Henry James is presenting a method
for writing beer commercials, epic poetry, or novels. However, to offer models of
reading oral prose naturally involves me in a discussion of what I consider to be
its appealing and significant characteristics; for some readers these characteristics
might not be as appealing. However, we don’t all need to enjoy John Milton’s
poems or Miller beer commericals to make them worth talking about.

One final comment. In the spirit of conversation and construction, the
quotations at the head of each chapter encapsulate what is to come--just said in
another place in another way by a writer other than myself.
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Chapter One: Introduction

“...the status of a text as text depends on a relationship between speech and
writing....”
Martin Elsky, Authorizing Words:
Speech, Writing, and Print in the
English Renaissance, 112-13.

The phone rings. “Hi, this is Sue. Did you get my note?”

“Yes,” replies Jane on the other end of the phone. “I’ve got it right here.”

“I hope you could read my handwriting,” Sue says.

“Sure. It says, Get the widogrid for Tuesday. I’ve just got one question,
though. What’s a widogrid?”

“The chart for the latest market research. Boy am I glad I called to check.”
At that moment the narrator says, “Call. It builds relationships. And it’s good
business.”

We recognize this as a commercial for the telephone, running in numerous
variations on the radio--writing meant to be heard, something not quite a written
text and yet not quite an oral text, either. The writing here depends on the oral
for transmission and reception. We hear what we once would have read. On the
semantic level this commercial presents another aspect of the relationship
between speaking and writing, where the written depends on the spoken for
confirmation. Sue uses her written note not as an end in itself, an isolated,
independent, stand-alone slice of communication, but as a reason to call, to speak
voice-to-voice. Sue’s writing is, as ethnographers would put it, a social
construction necessitating some direct, personal, contact. Sue knew that she
would call when she wrote her note; she didn’t need to worry about explaining
everything. Her concern was to make the initial contact. As the narrator says, the
phone builds relationships, not the written text, and relationships not incidentally
turn our economy (to make explicit what he leaves implicit). Speaking, not
writing, turns our world.
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Let me shift the scene to a publishing house, a business with which I am familiar.
An editor prepares to recommend some new manuscripts for publication and, as
part of his preparation, he writes a memo explaining why he thinks that each of
his proposals has merit. He attaches it to the sample chapters and sends it a week
ahead of the meeting to the publishing committee so each member has a chance
to read and consider the material. He also asks that each member bring the
material to the meeting.

The day of the meeting arrives. The editor enters the room to find that several
people have forgotten the material, and that those who have remembered it have
in any case not read it. “Just give us the gist of what you wrote,” asks the
marketing director. And so the editor, using his memo as a starting point, begins
to explain the merits of the case. He knows that until the committee hears him
talk and gets to respond to his words nothing will be decided. The written
words--even the written words of the authors he is recommending--matter far less
than his, and ultimately their, audible presence.

One more shift in scene. This time a classroom, freshman composition. A teacher
sits quietly in a corner, writing observation notes. She may be quiet but the room
is anything but. Twenty-four students sit in groups, reading aloud, talking,
arguing, approving, asking for explanations, rearranging sentences and
paragraphs, refocusing or redefining with each other what each has written. The
teacher hears students make suggestions, disagree with each other, explain and
defend--or sometimes discard--the written text. There’s a lot more than writing
going on. Or perhaps it would be better to say that without all the talking there
would be no writing going on. No, that’s the wrong way around. Without all
the writing there wouldn’t be all the talking going on. Or is that the wrong way
around? Such a workshop composition class shows as much interdependence, or
melding, of the written and the spoken, as do the phone commercial or the
business meeting, both structurally and semantically, both within the written text
and outside the text when readers, writers, speakers, and listeners get together.

I want to explore what challenges the melding of the two channels of
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9

speaking and writing offers to teachers by showing how oral our written
discourse is and in so doing offer a model of reading, for reading serves as the
essential intermediary between the two channels. By this I mean that reading
functions two ways; it is bi-directional. It functions as speaker to a listener at the
same time that it serves as writer to an interpreter. Reading is not one or the
other, but is both simultaneously, when we encounter essays that include
characteristics of writing and speaking.

Each scene reverses the situation that began in the early Middle Ages and has
continued until the last few decades (perhaps beginning in the early ‘70s, though
it’s hard to date a cultural shift precisely): written texts were required to confirm
orally transmitted stories or information, and so written texts became increasingly
distinct, or separated, from oral discourse, as Brian Stock has so persuasively
argued.! Written texts needed one interpretive model, oral texts another. Or,
to put it another way, written texts required interpretation where oral texts had
not. As the written came to have greater and greater value, the oral was seen as
more and more suspect, less reliable, less truthful, inadequate to the demands of
society. And yet as more and more people put greater and greater reliance on the
written, helped along by the invention of the printing press, the oral mode did not
simply disappear. Rather orality began to function within a new mode, the
written mode, even if we have not always recognized the oral mode disguised
within the written. Stock claims that we need to understand “The broader
transition to a type of society in which oral discourse exists largely within a
framework of conventions determined by texts.”2 Today, however, we're
undergoing another transition to a society in which the oral is much more audible
within written discourse than it has been since perhaps the eighteenth century.
Such orality within written discourse asks for a model of reading other than that
we use for written discourse that includes far fewer oral characteristics.

And so here is what I intend to do--to look at written discourse that has a high
degree of orality within it to suggest ways of reading, beginning and ending with

! Brian Stock, The Implications of Literacy: Written Language and Models of
Interpretation in the Eleventh and Twelfth Centuries (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1983).

2 Implications 12.
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10

the oral texts students write. Students value talk; they don’t value writing, or at
least not many students do and at least not often. For example, every semester I
give students a questionnaire (sometimes formally, sometimes informally) about
where they look for information--a questionnaire about research. Seldom does a
student list “books” or “the library,” even if I list both options on the formal
questionnaire. Occasionally a student will cite “magazines.” But most students
say things like “talk to my friends,” “call my parents,” or “ask a teacher.” Oral.
Not written. There is nothing wrong with this kind of research; in fact I
encourage it. But it doesn’t replace library research--yet--for the college
community. M. T. Clanchy notes about the eleventh century that “even when
books and charters existed, they were rarely consulted at first, apparently because
habits of doing so took time to develop.”3 (The habits of doing so, as

Elizabeth Eisenstein and Walter Ong, among others, have noted were encouraged
by the printing press. And now habits of oral discourse blending with written
discourse are being encouraged by other technologies, the radio and the
computer the two I see as most important.) What Clanchy and Stock explore is
the tension between speaking and writing; by tension I mean something integral,
necessary to society, like the tension in a tightrope for the circus performer, not
tension in the sense of conflict or the stress that pop psychologists write
bestsellers about.

It is the former sense of tension that I wish to encourage among students, who
often see writing as the adversary and destroyer of their speech, not as a way to
explore and extend it, not as a way to look at what they are saying, certainly not
as something they can use. As a student once said to me, shaking her head as she
talked, “You don’t want me to write like I talk. I don’t think that would be too
good.” She was assuring me that if she really did that I wouldn’t like what I read,
because she was convinced that her speech left even more to be desired than her
writing, which she had judged as none too great. What she found hard to accept
at first was that she could sound like herself when she wrote or that despite her
best efforts to hide herself in writing her oral speech patterns emerged anyway.

3 M. T. Clanchy, From Memory to Written Record: England 1066-1307
(Cambridge, MA: Harvard UP, 1979) 3.
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This matter of hiding is, of course, an important issue. Some students intuitively
understand that if they allow their speech to be heard in print they themselves
will be heard. And that is psychologically and intellectually risky. So some
students choose to remove themselves from their own discourse as protection--at
least until they become convinced that their colleagues and I will not look at
them as if they had suddenly begun to talk to themselves in public or shown up
in class in their bathrobe. Once students understand that it is socially acceptable
to sound like themselves in writing, then they begin to take risks--and learning is
underway. Allied to this is the issue of decorum, in the traditional rhetorical sense,
or propriety, what is socially acceptable and under what circumstances. It does
not show a strong sense of decorum to appear in class in a bathrobe; and equally
it might not show a strong sense of social and rhetorical decorum to write in
certain ways for certain audiences. However--and it is a big however--part of
taking risks often means violating decorum, and as we shall see often the most
oral writers are also the greatest violators of decorum. The more non-oral the
demands of a particular discourse (in certain kinds of academic writing especially)
the greater the risk for a writer of oral prose, but the greater its surprise and value.
So although students have strong oral habits, similar to Clanchy’s eleventh-
century citizens, and a great sense of what is socially acceptable within their own
communities, they find it difficult at first to accept that their oral speech habits
have any value within their written discourse and school communities. Speaking
and writing, however, are not dichotomies or adversaries in some intellectual
warfare, as I think students often believe, but they are part and parcel of one
another. It surprises students how many “real” writers do not keep the spoken
and the written separate. Students are encouraged when they discover that they
can think about the same ideas and explore them in writing using a style similar to
that of a Lewis Thomas or a George Garrett. I think the similarity between
students and published essayists also shocks teachers. Or maybe I am only
speaking for myself. I know that once I began to read in the way I will present in
the following chapters I found that what I admired in modern essayists and in
such an early prose writer as Thomas Nashe I also read in the work of students. It
wasn’t a matter of convincing myself in some make believe parlour game that
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they “were” writers--they were. Our theories of reading count. It’s hard for me
to admit that I was a bad reader when I started to teach composition. That’s
troublesome enough; but what bothers me even more is that by reading as I did 1
was showing students the wrong ways to read, under the guise of showing them
the right way to write.

A Preview of the Writers
My plan is simple. I begin with essays by two of my former students, Mr. F and

Ms. W, analyzing the oral elements in each (I will preview the oral elements I have
in mind shortly). Although these writers are stylistically different from each other,
the oral characteristics of their prose provide broad interpretive opportunities to
stretch and test my approach. I also include several brief examples, again from
former students of mine, that show additional oral characteristics.4

These students will serve as my models for reading four modern American
essayists, George Garrett, Stanley Elkin, Lewis Thomas, and Stephen Jay Gould. 1
have chosen them because they are essayists, write for a generally popular
though educated market, have quite different styles from one another yet share
certain oral characteristics, and are academicians: Garrett and Elkin teach writing,
Thomas and Gould are scientists. The latter two are, if not household names, at
least quite familiar to a large segment of the small reading population (about 1
percent, according to industry figures) in our country. And they are bestsellers in
true publishing terms. The essays I have chosen have also been published in the
annual Best American Essays (published by Ticknor & Fields), with one
exception. Only Thomas has not had work included in the series, which began in
1986, long after Thomas’s most popular book, Lives of a Cell, was published,
from which I have taken the title essay.> Each of the essayists chosen here, like

4 See C. H. Knoblauch and Lil Brannon, Rhetorical Traditions and the Teaching
of Writing (Upper Montclair, NJ: Boynton/Cook, 1984), for the position that teachers are
researchers in their own classrooms. There are numerous other researchers who support
this view and who in their own writing use their own students, in fact too numerous to
provide a complete listing here, though they are included in the bibliography.

5 It is worth quoting the requirements for selection: “works of respectable literary
quality intended as fully developed, independent essays (not excerpts or reviews) on
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Mr. F and Ms. W, offer broad interpretive opportunities. In addition, less critical
attention has been paid to these writers than others I might have chosen: for
example, Annie Dillard, Joan Didion, Richard Selzer, Alice Walker, or Joyce Carol
Oates (even though these writers would also stretch and test my model).

I next move to Thomas Nashe, who may seem like an odd British duck in a
study of contemporary American writers and readers, but I include him to show
that writing oral-based prose is a tradition of long standing. Although I might
have used a writer of even longer-standing I would have faced the Middle
English to Modern English hurdle. More important, though, is that Nashe is one
of the first writers to publish in anything like the modern sense, since the printing
press was finally gaining hold on the culture, and he is one of the first writers to
try to make a living as a writer. Also, as a pamphleteer he was part of “popular”
culture, the growing popular literacy, not a member of the belletristic culture (like
Sir Philip Sidney, for instance); his first pamphlet, Pierce Pennilesse, qualifies as
a “bestseller.” Nashe shows numerous oral characteristics and, again, offers a
way to stretch and test my model. He provides a cultural precedent, and a
cultural authority, for the way students and professionals write today.6
Reading Nashe after reading students shows how a different model of reading
students can improve our reading of the past. But more than that. Showing
students how to read themselves and their colleagues from an oral perspective

helps them become more astute readers of the past.

subjects of general interest (not specialized scholarship), originally written in English (or
translated by the author) for first appearance in an American periodical during the calendar
year” (from the 1990 edition xi). We may disagree with the judgments of various editors
about the essays’ respectable literary qualities (I do not), but the point is that several editors
from several publishing concerns have considered my examples to be good writing.

6 Although it is not my point to present a history of prose, numerous literary
historians, among them Morris Croll, Walter Ong, C. S. Lewis, and Timothy Reiss,
suggest that in the late sixteenth century prose began to change from an associative, oral
style to a linear, hierarchichal, “modem” style. With the exception of Reiss, each of the
scholars mentioned gives Nashe as a major example of a writer during the transition who
still used a highly oral style. In this way, he has affinities with both the students and the
modern essayists | use as my examples. ‘
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After I conclude my discussion of Thomas Nashe, I return to my two students,
adding one other, Mr. M, a student who found the necessity of speaking and
writing extremely painful, for reasons I think his writing reveals. He represents
another sort of oral style and so makes yet another contribution to my model. I
end, then, with students, as I began with students, to explore the benefits of
reading from an oral perspective--reading that values the oral elements students
use in their written discourse. I suggest that reading from this view reveals that
such a style has many social, psychological, and intellectual benefits that we may
have overlooked, or worse, squelched, because we have read from the assumption
of the great divide between oral and written. I also suggest that writers of
traditional academic discourse themselves have begun to understand the
advantages of such writing, and so | also read two examples of academic writing
from the perspective of oral discourse. Another way of putting it, to return to my
brief comments about decorum, is to say that what is acceptable, and when and
where, is changing for our society. The informality of radio talk shows and
magazine articles, as well as discussions about gender and reading and female
discourse style, have begun to influence our perceptions about decorum, even
within the academy.” Decorum is as socially constructed as are manners.8

But why include unpublished and published writers together and in the order
in which I do? There are several reasons. First, I am suggesting that we read
students as writers; to begin and end with them helps keep this focus. Second,

7 See Jane Tompkins, “Me and My Shadow” in Gender and Theory: Dialogues on
Feminist Criticism, ed. Linda Kauffman (Basil Blackwell, 1989) 121-39. Tompkins
argues for the personal, for concrete situations, for conversations. For a discussion of this
issue from a perspective other than female discourse style, but which reaches some of the
same conclusions, see, for instance, Daniel Mahala’s article, “Writing Utopias: Writing
Across the Curriculum and the Promise of Reform,” in College English 53 (Nov. 1991):
773-89, in particular 781 to the end. He argues that we need “a radical reexamination of
our assumptions about academic literacy,” and that there is a gap between the kind of
writing we “impose” on students and what we accept with other writers.

8 This is not a novel idea, for certainly a point Augustine makes about rhetoric and
the low style in On Christian Doctrine and a point Auerbach makes in Mimesis is that
social changes affect what we consider acceptable style for certain audiences, purposes,
and occasions. Augustine defends using the low style for high matters, which violated
ancient rhetorical rules of decorum.
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modern rhetoric handbooks include student and professional models; the practice,
then, is common, though it is not common to begin with students, for students are
never read as unpublished writers from whom we can learn. Rather, all learning
moves in one direction, from the published writers to the unpublished writers. By
my choice of writers and my arrangement, I suggest that this is a faulty model.
Third, the oral characteristics I analyze are often those that these same handbooks
have considered “wrong.” By showing that these characteristics can be found
in the work of highly praised writers I am suggesting that there might be another
way to read these supposed errors. More than that, however; we may even see
how such a writer as Stephen Jay Gould began to learn how to write. I am also
suggesting, following Robin Lakoff’s position, that oral prose “will enable us to
communicate more beautifully and forcefully with one another than can be
envisioned now.” She adds that “our more innovative writers”--her examples
are Tom Wolfe and Thomas Pynchon--are developing “an oral-style-on-

paper.”® I am pursuing the idea by presenting an oral model of reading, using
many more examples and much more detailed analysis than she had space for
within an article.

A Preview of the Oral Characteristics
Michael Halliday explains that spoken language “is dynamic and intricate,”
written language “is static and [lexically] dense.”10 A value of the intricacy

9 Robin Tolmach Lakoff, “Some of My Favorite Writers Are Literate: The
Mingling of Oral and Literate Strategies in Written Communication.” Tannen Orality and
Literacy 239-60; these quotations appear on 257, 259, and 260, respectively.

10 M. A. K. Halliday, Spoken and Written Language (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1989)
87. His view that speaking and writing are both complex is not shared by all linguists.
Although I do not want to provide a reductionist overview of the dense arguments of those
in this field, some reduction is inevitable. In general, such scholars as Wallace Chafe,
David Olson, Jack Goody, and E. A. Havelock, have taken the position that there is a great
divide, or a dichotomy, between the spoken channel and the written channel. For these
scholars, the two channels are “fundamentally different” (Wallace Chafe, “Speakers and
Writers Do Different Things,” in Fforum: Essays on Theory and Practice in the Teaching
of Writing,” ed. Patricia L. Stock, Upper Montclair, NJ: Boynton/Cook, 1983, 92; see
the bibliography for additional papers of Chafe that present the same argument). Some
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and fluidity of conversation is that it involves readers in the discourse. Writers of

oral discourse frequently digress, jump around, fail to provide transitions (or give

linguists, such as William Grabe, believe that speaking and writing are two different language
systems (see “Written Discourse Analysis,” Annual Review of Applied Linguistics 5:
101-23). Recently, critics of this great divide position, in particular Harvey Graff, Brian
Street, and Deborah Brandt, have argued, in Street’s words, “that the differences between
literate and oral channels of communication ha[ve] been overstated” so that scholars have
begun to study the “overlap.” Street continues, however, to show that the shift from
“divide to continuum is more rhetorical than real” (see Street’s article, “Literacy Practices
and Literacy Myths, in The Written World: Studies in Literate Thought and Action, ed.
R.Saljo, Berlin and New York: Springer-Verlag, 1988, 60-72). In this I agree. Too many
writers studying the relationship between speaking and writing continue to write from a
great divide position. Among the writers who have been accused of perpetuating the
“myth” of the great divide, Street would include Deborah Tannen and Walter Ong. Deborah
Brandt in her recent book (Literacy as Involvement: The Acts of Writers, Readers, and
Texts, Carbondale: Southern Illinois UP, 1990) also criticizes Tannen and Ong as having
a “strong text” view, her term for the dichotomist or great divide position. Although I think
that Brandt and Street may be overstating the case in relation to Tannen and Ong, they make
some persuasive arguments. Tannen ignores the paralinguistic aspects of written
discourse; Ong insists that writing and reading are socially isolating acts, to be seen as
distinct from speaking and listening. Akinnaso, who provides the best summary of what
scholars have considered to be the distinctions between the two channels of written and
oral, criticizes the conclusions of the great divide believers because they haven’t dealt with
the contradictions in their data and have largely ignored purpose and context--the social
aspects of writing and speaking. Street and Brandt also base their arguments against
Tannen, Ong, and others, on the social aspects of writing and speaking. Akinnaso even
goes so far as to assert that the differences scholars have insisted upon are “superficial.”
He is only one scholar calling for a broader frame within which to read written discourse
(see F. Niyi Akinnaso, “On the Differences Between Spoken and Written Language,”
Language and Speech 25 1982: 97-125). Akinnaso, Street, Graff, and Brandt are joined
in their attempt to focus on the similarities between speaking and writing by such scholars
as Marilyn M. Cooper (“Context as Vehicle: Implicatures in Writing,” in Nystrand 105-28)
and Gumperz, Kaltman, and O’Connor (“Cohesion in Spoken and Written Discoures:
Ethnic Style and the Transition to Literacy” in Tannen, Spoken and Written Discourse 3-
19). I agree with Brandt and Street that speaking and writing overlap; I agree with
Akinnaso that we need a broader frame for reading. It is within this broader approach in
studying the relationships between speaking and writing, and not their differences, that |
place my own study.
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only the weakest pretenses of them), and repeat themselves. They circle back,
circle back, circle back, like a hunter in search of prey. When we read, therefore,
we need our wits about us, for we can never predict with great certainty where
the conversation is going or where it has been. The writers who serve as my
examples don’t use maps--it’s all so much seat-of-the-pants. The same is true for
face-to-face interchanges, as we know from any number of dinner conversations
in which we suddenly stopped talking with our companions to wonder, “How
did we get on this subject?” We’ll be tempted to ask it more than once when we
reach Thomas Nashe, as we will for Gould, who has been ciriticized for including
his readers in some strange conversations.

On the other hand, and seeming to contradict the unpredictability of oral
discourse, we find those tired old phrases we call clichés. When we speak we use
lots of them--ritual expressions like “Hi how are you” that have a greater social
meaning than they do a semantic or propositional one, what scholars call phatic
communication. We are usually alert to clichés when we read students, but it is
startling to discover how frequently professionals use clichés. It’s easy for us to
overlook them, often because the clichés are so ordinary that they don’t even
impress us as clichés. Writers also create their own clichés or formulas, repeating
them over and over, such as Elkin’s “I’m thinking now” or Garrett’s repeated
use of sentence fragments, which becomes a controlling formula.

Along with clichés we find such expressions as “well, “maybe,” “now,” “]
guess,” “I think,” “I suppose,” “by the way,” “for one thing,” “OK,” “now,”
and “why” occurring repeatedly. Some linguists consider such expressions as
vocalized silences--the pauses so common when we talk.11 They help us
recover or give us a chance to collect our thoughts; they also tell our listeners
something about us or are occasions for our listeners to make judgments--she is
honest, he is a liar, he is articulate, she stumbles all over the place, she’s got
something to hide. Such expressions, then, are a way for writers to establish
identity, or a way for readers to interpret or infer an identity from what the writer

11 |n particular see Anne Graffam Walker, “The Two Faces of Silence: The Effect
of Witness Hesitancy on Lawyer’s Impressions” in Perspectives on Silence, edited by
Deborah Tannen and Muriel Saville-Troike (Norwood, NJ: Ablex, 1984) 55-75.
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has said. When we read such expressions we need to read them in all the ways
we do when we hear them--as places of silence, as oral speech pauses, and as
clues to the emotional state of the speaker, or her credibility, sensitivity, and so
forth. Garrett and Elkin are fond of pausing; both writers also use typographic
silence markers, for Garrett the ellipsis and for Elkin the blank space break.
(Garrett uses the space break, too, but he--or an editor--filled each one with a
roman numeral.) Other linguists call these markers metadiscourse,12 a way the
writer has of stepping outside the text to speak to us directly. Such
metadiscourse is the written equivalent of what Erving Goffman calls response
cries (like “wow” or “shit” or “oh, no,” or “hmm”), a socially acceptable form
of talking to oneself--“our allowing witnesses a glimpse into the dealings we are
having with ourselves.”!13 Writers, though, can also use more than one- or two-
word exclamations or comments and occasionally give extended passages that
are nothing more than metadiscourse; Gould is fond of talking to readers in this
way, as in the following randomly selected passage: “Why am I bothering with
all this detail?...then this essay is as banal as the sentence I just wrote. But I
would defend my effort....I would begin by asking....”14 In public such
vocalized extended metadiscourse would probably prompt us to give the speaker
a wide berth.

When we talk to each other, we naturally use first and second person
pronouns, “I” and “you”; in fact, we often even leave out “you,” making it
understood, particulary in questions--“I’m going to the store. Wanna come?”
Pronouns are another linguistic means of asserting our identity, as they are
another way for listeners to decide what we are like. We judge someone who
refers to himself in the third person or with the objective “one” as pompous or
stuffy. Writers who want to address readers directly, “I to you,” use these

12 See Avon Crismore, Talking to Readers : Metadiscourse as Rhetorical Act (New
York: Peter Lang, 1989) and William Vande Kopple, “Some Exploratory Discourse on
Metadiscourse,” College Composition and Communication 36 (1985): 82-93.

13 See Erving Goffman, Forms of Talk (Philadelphia: U of Pennsylvania P, 1981)
119.

14 Stephen Jay Gould, “Literary Bias on the Slippery Slope,” in Bully for
Brontosaurus: Reflections in Natural History (New York: Norton, 1991) 250.



pronouns.j
convention:
one--for €x
his high sct
his accent a
the imperati
conversatio
attention or
second pers
verbs. parat
and verbs,
When w
obviously aj
aspect of ¢q
conversatjo;

few phrases



19

pronouns, just as they use metadiscourse, though they use them not as mere
conventions, a generic I and a generic you, but with a real person behind each
one--for example, a person who speaks with a Brooklyn accent and once sang in
his high school glee club (I have in mind Stephen Jay Gould, who tells us about
his accent and his singing). In addition, writers of oral discourse frequently use
the imperative, as if issuing commands to readers, something common in ordinary
conversation, as in “Look it” or its equivalent when we want someone to pay
attention or to think carefully about what we’re saying. Along with first and
second person pronouns and commands, we also usually use concrete nouns and
verbs, paratactic constructions, and the active voice, rather than in abstract nouns
and verbs, hypotactic constructions, and the passive voice.!5

When we talk we don’t usually need to fill in the context, for the talk is
obviously and intimately situated in context--in fact, that is a central and defining
aspect of conversation and what makes it so hard to jump into the middle of a
conversation. We walk into a room where a group of people are talking, hear a
few phrases, and think we understand the conversation, only to discover to our
embarassment after making a contribution that we have completely
misunderstood the context. 1 have known teachers to become quite concerned
about students when they hear them talking before class about Bob and Tammi,
who are trying to decide whether to have an abortion, only to suddenly realize
that the students have been talking about General Hospital or another soap.
The teachers have mistaken the context. I have done it myself--and with a laugh
have said, “Oh {with a rapidly rising and then falling intonation to show my
stupidity but sudden understanding], you’re talking about a soap [making the
last word two syllables, with the first having a higher pitch than anything else in
the statement].” Failing to provide a complete context for a reader is another
kind of silence for the writer. Such a silence provides space for a reader to fill in

151 am presenting how most of us talk in conversations, the findings of linguists
and ethnographers who tape record and study the characteristics of everyday speech. This
does not imply that when we speak we never use the passive or hypotaxis, to take just two
examples, or that some speakers might not use these constructions more than other
speakers.
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the context, a kind of turn-taking, the equivalent of the pauses a speaker uses to
indicate that she has finished and now it’s the other person’s turn to talk.

But face-to-face talk is more than response cries, a particular vocabulary or
syntax, or code-switching (moving from one dialect or register to another, what
we might call tone shifts in writing). Nonverbal cues are as much a part of the
context of speech as are the verbal cues. Pausing is a nonverbal cue. But there
are others--for example, gestures, facial expressions, intonation, rhythm, turn-
taking, ritualized exchanges, and roleplaying. Writers who use an oral style find
ways to give their readers nonverbal or paralinguistic cues.

Writing as oral discourse has a different function for the writer and a different
effect on the reader than conventional expository prose. A highly oral style asks
the reader to become involved and to attend to particular events as they happen
(particular as contrasted with the general). This place and this time become
important as we read (or as we reconstruct this place and this time)--context, in
other words. Context and identity are aspects of the “nowness” of writing that
uses oral elements. We learn about a subject through coming to know the writer
and her context. For example, Alice Walker’s essay, “Coretta King: Revisited,”
is as much about Alice Walker as it is about Coretta King (there is a high
percentage of first person singular pronouns).1¢ We learn about Coretta King
through learning about Alice Walker.

To repeat what I said earlier, my purpose in studying the oral elements prose
writers explore and exploit, such as the first person singular pronouns of Alice
Walker, is to offer a model of reading. My purpose is not to provide a model for
teaching how to write oral discourse, how to revise oral discourse, or how to
grade oral discourse; for the most part I do not discuss how unpublished (or
published) writers might improve what they’ve written, though this does not
mean that [ accept any of my examples as perfect (or even that I enjoy them
equally). Not that this model of reading doesn’t imply questions to ask, or that
we should not discriminate, for of course we should and do. In the final chapter I

16 Alice Walker, “Coretta King: Revisted,” In Search of Our Mothers’ Gardens:
Womanist Prose (New York: Harcourt, 1983) 146-57. She wrote the essay in 1971.
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specifically suggest some questions to ask of writing that is oral, questions I will
use implicitly throughout my analyses. Nevertheless, to present a method, a
step-by-step procedure that any teacher could use with any student, would be to
contradict the model, for I ask teachers to read socially, contextually,
ethnographically, and wholistically--taking all the ways we use language into
consideration when we read. I cannot decide for another teacher what that
specifically means for each of her students, for that would be to know all the
contexts, all the social structures. The model cannot be a prescription but is, as |
said earlier, an inquiry into a way of reading that can affect what happens in our
classrooms. We need to listen to the oral language our students use when they
write. When we do, we help them learn how to read and listen to themselves,
their colleagues, and the published writers, present and past, that we offer them.



Chapter T

~_inventiol
than methox

apt simply !

I'want to be
doesn’t like
In other woy
bent. “Just

S¢ason ticke
Wpical, ave,
use for ana]
Semester. |

lumbereq ¢}
not to adq *

of
in
fq

Si|
fr;
Sp

A
M



Chapter Two: Reading Students

“...invention is meditative rather than systematic: it proceeds topically rather

than methodically, follows courses of learning rather than of logic, and thus it is

apt simply to stop rather than to end.” Gerald L. Bruns, Inventions:
Writing, Textuality, and
Understanding in Literary
History, 12.

I want to begin this chapter with the text of a student, Mr. F, who not only
doesn’t like to write but doesn’t accept the notion that he needs to know how.
In other words, he rejects the principles of a liberal education, being of a practical
bent. “Just give me what I need to earn a good living, a big house, a boat, and
season tickets to the Tigers”--that’s his educational philosophy. He is, then, a
typical, average student, a reason for choosing him. Mr. F wrote the essay I will
use for analysis, “Hey Babe Hum Babe Hum Babe Hey...,” toward the end of the
semester. I have included it in full here, since it is only 854 words, and have
numbered the paragraphs; otherwise it appears as he turned it in. I have chosen
not to add “sic” after every error, which would affect the reading experience.

The crack of the bat...The roar of the crowd...The sight
of slug-shaped, saliva-drenched gobs of tobacco seeping
into the turf and causing mutations among soil-based life
forms...(1)

Baseball. For me it’s as much a part of my life as
sitting in my room on a Tuesday afternoon and trying
frantically to get my English papers done on time. Soon
spring training will be over and the regular season will
begin. Why does this game hold a spot in most
Americans hearts? Is it because the season starts while
most Americans are overcome with spring fever? Is it the
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thoughts of sitting in the stands on a warm summer
afternoon cheering on their favorite team? Or is it
because the Russians can’t play it? Try as they might
they just can’t seem to master the infield chant, which is
something that needs to be perfected in order to be good.
You need to have the chatter perfected before anything
else. It’s the great pastime of this game. A typical
segment of infield chatter would be: (2)

Hey babe hum babe hum babe hey no batter no stick
up there hey fire that ball hum that pellet whip that
horsehide right in there c’mon dammit were really bored
out here bored bored bored out here hunched over let’s
fling that sphere fire that orb you sum-bitch let’s THROW
that ball. (3)

As you can tell the chatter is about as professional as a
little leaguers, but it’s effective. It gets the pitcher so
irritated that he deliberately throws the ball at the batter’s
face, which minimizes the danger that the batter will
swing and thus put the infield in the position of having to
stand in the path of a potentially lethal batted ball. (just
kidding). Actually the infeld chatter goes way back to
the early 1900’s when kids playing baseball in the street
and lots started chattering in an attemp to distract the
batter. (4)

Another reason why America is number one in
baseball is the phrases yelled by shirtless, beer-drinking
fans to encourage the players. We Americans generally
use the three basic phrases:

- Boo

- You stink

- You really stink, you stupid jerk. (5)

These phrase of encouragement have dominated
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baseball since the late 1910’s when Ty Cobb made his
appearance on the baseball world. Outside of Detroit Mr.
Cobb was less than a crowd favorite. He regarded
himself as being the greatest and had the obnoxious
attitudes to back it up. This irritated the rest of baseball
world, which was in love with Babe Ruth. Besides, being
cocky wasn’t the best attitude to have back in those
times. (6)

In recent years the Major League has expanded past
the Northern border, into Canada. Namely Toronto and
Montreal. Although the Blue Jays have sold out every
game the past two years, their fans tend to be a little less
vocal. You could hear a pin drop even if they win on a
bottom of the ninth home run. In Montreal all of their
fans speak French, because there is nothing else to do in
Canada after 5 P.M. This has led to some new and very
competitive phrases, such as:

- Vous bumme, il y a un poisson dans votre
bibliotheque.

(You bum, there’s a fish in your library.)

- Boux (Boo) (7)

Yes, the game of baseball is best in America. The
language of the fans and players guarantees it. If a player
does good he is rewarded with cheers. If he does poorly
he is rewarded with boos. Quite a fair trade. This is how
the game has been on a professional level. It’s a little
harder to boo some 10-year-old playing little league if he
or she drops a fly ball. For one the player is far from
having the talent of a major leaguer. The player isn’t
being paid to perform, so he doesn’t have to try and earn
his money. And third and most importantly, the kids
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father might be 6’5” and weigh 250 and be ready to kick
your butt for causing further embarassment to his kid. (8)

I love the vocalness of the fans. Sometimes it’s better
than the game itself. It’s a natural instinct to cheer on a
performer who’s doing well. It’s a reward of sorts other
than money. The cheer of fans beging a player to emerge
from the dugout after he hits a key home run. The
support for the pitcher to get a strikeout. The player
doesn’t even have to play for the team you support.
Cecil Fielder got tremendous support from the Yankee
fans after he hit home run number 50 in New York. I can
still remember the White Sox fans going nuts when Jack
Morris threw his no-hitter in Chicago back in April, 1984.
Though the players probably can’t hear any individual
cheers, the roar from the crowd is all of the language
support that they need. (9)

Returning from a USO tour of Korea, Marilyn Monroe
told her husband, Joe DiMaggio, then retired, “Oh, Joe, it
was wonderful. You never heard such cheers.”

“Yes, I have,” was DiMaggio’s clipped reply... (10)

Now that you have read Mr. F’s essay, his first draft, I’d like you to reread it, this
time aloud, preferably to someone, and not just to yourself.

The Orality of “Hey Babe”
When I first read “Hey Babe” silently, I missed much of what the author was

trying to do. I also was distracted by the errors--errors of the ear and not of the
eye. When we speak we don’t worry about saying, “apostrophe s,” which is
one way English indicates the genitive; we just say, “Why does this game hold a

spot in most Americans hearts?” We would never confuse Americans, no
apostrophe, for the plural only. So I intend to ignore errors, unless they illustrate
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the orality of the text, as they do in this case.

I’ve chosen one of Mr. F’s essays because he is a typical student, as I said,
and as such he illustrates so well the characteristics of oral discourse. He is
colloquial, conversational, contextual. This is writing for radio or TV, not print as
we have understood it since the seventeenth century. Erving Goffman points out
that radio talk from printed texts or those ultimately to be printed is “transformed
into utterances ‘easy’ to understand when read aloud. And it turns out that
sentence structures easy to understand when heard are ones that give a sense of
fresh talk,” that is spontaneous, face-to-face discourse.! This is exactly the
sense Mr. F’s text gives, that of fresh talk.

Mr. F always used a computer and referred to writing as “typing,” something
common among my students who compose on the keyboard. Normally, we think
of typing as copying something that is already written. Students who compose
on computers mean it in that sense, as well, except that what is already written is
mental, in their heads, but not yet written down. They are copying their mental
speech, something a computer encourages. In effect, what they record is a kind of
“fresh talk”; it simply occurs as fresh talk within and to themselves. Until his
class with me, Mr. F had never tried to write, except longhand. Our use of
computers encouraged him to experiment with his mental voice, because
changing his text was so easy.

“Hey Babe” was part of an assignment to write a series of short research
papers about some aspect of language that the students found interesting. That is
part of the context for his writing, just as is his disapproval of having to take a
writing course when an extra accounting course would have done him more
good. At this point I don’t want to provide additional information about Mr. F or
his writing but make a few general observations about “Hey Babe” and then
discuss its rhetorical and linguistic features in detail.

Mr. F. likes sports. That much is obvious. He is also writing about something
going on when he sat down that Tuesday afternoon with a paper due in a few
hours. Now he knows that I know when the thing needs to be turned in, so he

1 Erving Goffman, Forms of Talk (Philadelphia: U of Pennsylvania P, 1981) 239.
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obviously isn’t afraid that I’ll get irritated that he waited till nearly the last
minute. Or maybe he doesn’t care if I do. Or he could just be an honest student.
Whatever his reasons, and I don’t know what they were so I am only speculating,
he makes two concrete circumstances part of his writing: spring training is
coming to an end, and it is Tuesday afternoon. The situation is important. It
occurs to him that he could write about baseball chatter, which would be fun, and
get one more paper done on time, part of his contractual agreement for a B in the
course. In other words, he writes what’s on his mind. Mr. F seems like someone
who’d rather write about something he enjoys than fit some teacher’s idea of
what a good topic might be, regardless of the outcome. His essay isn’t expository
in the traditional sense, but it is fun and funny. Some things don’t work quite so
well as others, for instance the parenthetical “just kidding” in paragraph four,

but overall I’d say he succeeds.

Mr. F has at least two purposes in this essay--the overt purpose to explain
why Americans love baseball, his adaptation of a thesis (see the question in
paragraph two) and the real purpose, to chat about baseball chatter. He’s making
an implicit connection between the two, that Americans love baseball because
we’re a chatty, opinionated group, and there’s no better sport for people who
like to go on than baseball. I arrive at this conclusion not because Mr. F logically
and carefully develops this argument or anywhere says what I’ve just said. For
instance he does not say at the end of the second paragraph “No, the reason why
baseball holds a spot in most Americans’ hearts is that we love its infield chatter.”
That would have made the connection explicit. He prefers to write topically, one
idea leading him to the next (another essay of his, “Dem Bums,” provides some
even better examples of associative structure than anything here, which I will get
to). In the end, he covers these additional subjects--the French, the play of little
leaguers and the verbal response or lack of it, and the indeterminate noise of the
crowds. I know how he feels about foreign language study, about baseball
outside the contiguous forty-eight states, about baseball salaries and the
“contract” between highly paid players and fans. I note that he ignores the
Japanese, notorious baseball fanatics, which is as significant as his inclusion of
Montreal and Toronto. Yet he mentions the Russians. Why Russians, except for
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the political connotations? In short, I have a pretty good idea about his theories
on politics, economics, and education. I also have a pretty good idea what he
thinks about “the entertainment industry.” That’s a lot to learn from a mere 854
words. As I read, especially when I read “Hey Babe™ aloud, I enjoy listening to
the click of his thoughts.

I also notice right away that Mr. F has a good ear, not infallible, but good,
especially for someone who has done very little writing and reading. If I hadn’t
decided that by the time I finished reading the first sentence, if I can call it that (it
also looks like a paragraph), I would certainly have come to that conclusion by
the time I had finished reading the first page. “C’mon dammit were really
bored...” and “fire that orb you sum-bitch” tell me he knows what baseball
players sound like, both phonologically and lexically. I also know, from trying to
read that paragraph with anything like the rhythm and inflections intended, that I
need a lot of practice before I will perfect infield chatter.

Mr. F makes a lot of assumptions about his audience, the obvious one that his
writing group and I know something about baseball. Without more than a little
intimate knowledge, for instance, we might misunderstand his point about infield
chatter, even thinking that he has contradicted himself. Why would a pitcher’s
own infield want to distract and irritate him? (Of course, even to ask the question
we need a little information about the game.) We need to know that, as
paradoxical as it sounds, infielders don’t want the ball to come to them. They
might make a bad throw or let the ball slide through their legs. Let the outfield
take it. The proverbial infielder’s prayer is “Don’t let him [the batter] hit it [the
ball] to me.” In paragraph nine Mr. F doesn’t tell us who Cecil Fielder is; if we
aren’t reading attentively we might think the Yankee fans supported him because
he is a Yankee. Or we might think Jack Morris pitched for the White Sox in
1984. 1 suspect that had I pointed out to Mr. F that not everyone would know
Cecil Fielder or Jack Morris he would have disagreed, for the audience his text
tells me he had in mind would know. In fact, they would be able to do more than
identify Fielder or Morris as members of the Tiger organization; they would know

the stats, why homerun number 50 was particularly significant in New Y ork, and
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what Joe DiMaggio has to do with the whole thing anyway. It has nothing to do
with Mr. Coffee.

My general observations and initial reactions already begin to show the oral
nature of “Hey Babe,” both rhetorically and linguistically. I’ve said that Mr. F is
colloquial and informal. He consistently uses contractions, the indefinite “it,” for
example, and clichés: “the crack of the bat,” “the roar of the crowd,” “hear a
pin drop,” “does good” (a variation of “he done good”), “goes way back,”
“kick your butt,” and “just kidding,” the latter in parentheses, a direct oral
comment to the reader, but not one that works particularly well. He also includes,
without overtly stating it, the infielders’ prayer. Nor can we overlook his folklore
about the origins of baseball chatter (paragraph four) or when jeering started
(paragraph six). Mr. F even sounds a lot like Yogi Berra (Yankee catcher from
1946 to 1963) in this phrase from paragraph two: “the infield chant, which is
something that needs to be perfected in order to be good.” So I read that as
another oral element, though it isn’t exactly a cliché or a proverb. His capitalizing
on Yogi Berra lore is significant.

Jack Rosenthal says that “Yogi’s formulations”--both those the catcher said
and those other people make up to sound like him--“while often inelegant and
seemingly contradictory, usually are neither mistakes nor contradictions. They
are common sense.”2 And common sense is the hallmark in our day of
everyday speech (Clifford Geertz suggests that anthropologists should not ignore
common sense as a field of study). Itis certainly common sense, though it may
sound like a tautology, that if you want to be good at something you’ve got to
perfect your skill. It don’t come naturally. Yogi-isms have become American
proverbs, what people quote or attribute to the baseball catcher when they want
to sound average, just folks, oral. So, as Rosenthal points out, Norman
Schwarzkopf and President Bush quote Yogi, our quintessential common man,
who speaks common sense--our version of the ancient and Renaissance
sententiae. To quote Yogi, or to sound like him, then, is to invoke all of our most
cherished American myths about the Common Man, and so Yogi or Yogi-isms are

2 Jack Rosenthal, “As Yogi Says...,” New York Times 15 September 1991, Section
6: 24.
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statements of ideology and power. Perhaps Mr. F. didn’t consciously intend to
sound like Yogi, but it came out that way because he’s just talking on paper, one
of the boys, and he has absorbed the cultural literacy of Yogi. In order to
understand what Mr. F has written, we as readers need to bring these cultural
assumptions to the text.

Mr. F’s allusions to Yogi also raise questions about what constitutes being
“one of the boys.” Baseball and other team sports are rites of passage for males
in our society, an important aspect of defining identity and masculinity. It is also
a way of defining the feminine in opposition to what is masculine. Yogi-isms also
are the way men talk, at least the man Mr. F wants to be and the kind of talk he
approves of. Not only, then, is he projecting the political position that America is
number one, but his political position is stereotypically male--the common man,
the rugged individual, the bootstraps hero, who is at the same time a team player
and who knows what kind of sense is the important kind (not the kind you learn
in philosophy or art history). Clearly, America is number one because men who
talk common sense are in charge.

Mr. F’s oral syle in this essay is, of course, perfectly in keeping with his
subject, which is the oral language of baseball, though for a research paper his

style might not be. He could have written about the prose writing of baseball, but
Donald Hall has already done that to perfection. Nor would such a topic
immediately occur to Mr. F, because, as he himself says, what he loves about
baseball is its “vocalness”--its voice. Here may be his real purpose for writing, to
say why he loves baseball. He reproduces the voice of baseball in paragraph
three, which is yet another aspect of his oral discourse on paper, even to omitting
the punctuation and capitalizations, except where needed for emphasis (see
“THROW”’). But he also reproduces his own voice, which shows how much he
loves to talk, even if he doesn’t much like to write. The voice I hear isn’t
consistent, and at times he lapses into non-voiced prose, as at the beginning of
paragraph seven: “In recent years the Major League has expanded past the
Northern border, into Canada.” That sounds too much like school writing to me
and doesn’t fit the tone he establishes at the beginning. It would have been more
consistent had he said “Ten years ago the majors moved into Canada”--or
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invaded Canada. But the occasional shifts from oral discourse into written
discourse may be nothing more than a writer still finding his voice; or it could be
the awkward blending of the two, if not the fight for dominance of one mode
over another. The traditional “written” discourse is much more jarring when we
read “Hey Babe” aloud than when we read it silently. He could work on this in
subsequent revisions.

I have already mentioned something about the audience I think Mr. F has in
mind--baseball fans and me, his professor (the remark about Tuesday and
English). But I also know that his audience includes his writing group, some of
whom don’t share his love or knowledge of baseball, though they do share
Tuesdays and English. But it doesn’t really matter whether his readers know
who Ty Cobb or Joe DiMaggio is, since Mr. F can explain things as he goes
along. If one of his readers doesn’t get the anecdote about Marilyn and Joe, he
can always elaborate. An essay written for a class, and in particular for a group
within a class, automatically becomes less than completely decontextualized. Mr.
F knew he would be reading his essay to his group. He assumed a hearing for his
words. Occasionally groups opt to read silently, but discussion and oral rereading
always follow. Mr. F never needed to make all his assumptions explicit, or to
define everything. His essay was a springboard for conversation, not a text for
silent, solitary study. There is something here of cultural literacy, though it may
not reflect the kind of culture that E. D. Hirsch has in mind.

One other point about audience for Mr. F. During the semester he became
friends with another student, who was also fanatical about sports; Mr. P made an
annual pilgrimage to Arizona during the Chicago Cubs’s spring training.
Although he was not a member of Mr. F’s writing group, he always read Mr. F’s
essays before class. As the semester progressed, it became obvious that Mr. P was
really the audience whose approval Mr. F wanted. The response of the rest of us
did not matter nearly as much as the support he sought from Mr. P. If an essay
“worked” for Mr. P, then Mr. F left class feeling a sense of achievement and
validation, even if he had not been entirely satisfied with what he had written.
During the semester Mr. F became much more critical of what he wrote, trying in
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his revisions to achieve a smooth melding of oral and written.

One of the things I appreciate about this essay is, as I said, its sound; Mr. F has
a good ear for the language he is talking about. He naturally uses alliteration, not
a rhetorical device we had discussed in class. I mention this because students
seem to use alliteration automatically; it is a natural part of spoken language.
When they write orally, they seem to automatically write alliteratively. The
stylistic distinctions come with which particular sounds each student prefers. In
Mr. F’s case, at least at the beginning, we find a preponderance of words
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beginning with “s”--“sight,” “slug-shaped,” “saliva-drenched,” “seeping,”
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“soil-based,” “sitting,” ‘“‘soon spring,” *“season,” “spot,” “season starts,”
“spring, “sitting,” and “summer.” This list, and I’ve not gone past the first three
paragraphs, doesn’t include all the words that end in s or contain an s. Perhaps
the time of year for baseball, spring and summer, influenced his vocabulary.

Mr. F’s first two phrases are clichés and only marginally alliterative--"crack”
and “crowd.” Without the rest of the paragraph we might only notice that he is
using clichés, but coupled with the remainder of the paragraph with its repetition
of “s” sounds, as well as “c” and “b” sounds, the first two phrases make
rhetorical sense. They become noticeable, despite their ordinariness. Or it might
be better to say that Mr. F highlights their ordinariness by contrast with what
comes after. Once we focus on how average the two phrases are we notice their
rhythm--“The CRACK of the BAT...The ROAR of the CROWD.” Common
speech rhythms for common phrases, and appropriate for his subject. If we miss,
or ignore, the rhythm when we read, it doesn’t create any problems. But unless
we hear the rhythm of his segment of infield chatter we can’t read it aloud. I
have read the passage using different rhythms and tempos but am not satisfied
that I have approximated an infielder’s reading.

It is interesting that when he introduces infield chatter he calls it a chant,
which is more rhetorically accurate. We need to read “hey babe hum babe hey
no batter...” as a ritual chant, a part of the religion of baseball. If we have never
participated in the religion, then we have an even greater difficulty in reading the
chant, as I do. I may know something about baseball, but I have never played the

game, which puts me at a disadvantage as a reader (age and gender are against
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me). I can only overcome this disadvantage by hearing Mr. F read the chant to
me. The word “chant” has further significance, in that it has roots in orality and
so invites us to read Mr. F’s reconstruction anthropologically. We might read the
entire essay from this perspective, which makes “Hey Babe” a fine artifact for
sociolinguistics and a good way of reinforcing for Mr. F that language and
culture reflect each other. In other words, when he and I and his colleagues
reread his essay it becomes a text for his own learning. He discovers how much
more there is in what he has written than he originally thought.

In addition to the rhythm, the chant is as alliterative as the rest of the first
page, though here “h” and “b” sounds predominate. Only three words begin
with “s,” but they stand out as a consequence: “stick,” “sphere,” and “sum-
bitch” and probably should receive only a little less emphasis than “THROW”--
toward which the whole passage is moving. And not only the passage but the
game itself. Were we to put this into musical notation we would indicate a
crescendo both in tempo and in volume.

Is all of this interpretation of what on first reading appears to be a
straightforward student essay necessary? I think so. I’m trying to show that to
do this essay justice we need to read it with a different set of assumptions and
expectations.3 If we read it from the perspective of conventional literate (i.e.,
written), analytico-referential discourse, we will fault it from all sorts of angles.
But when we read it from the perspective of oral discourse transcribed into
writing (transcribed is close to what Mr. F means when he calls his writing
“typing”) then we find many things to admire. Further, to read it silently, as most
of us read what crosses our desk, student essays included, does an injustice to this
essay and others just like it. We have to exchange silence for speech, if not
physically, then at least with a highly active mental ear. “Hey Babe” is written to
be heard.

Now I want to look at the additive, patterning structure that Mr. F uses. It

3 I am also trying to demonstrate that student essays need to be analyzed and
interpreted, just as do essays by Gould or Thomas or Joan Didion or Henry James. The
nature of reading always involves interpretation, whether we divide it into two kinds of
reading as does Louise Rosenblatt or whether we try to read for pleasure and interpretation
simultaneously.
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relates to his purpose--or his focus, his thesis, his point. He begins by invoking
the sounds and sights of baseball, as well as its context, the field, and moves to a
large question, Why do Americans love baseball? He gives some possible
answers in the form of rhetorical questions, but they lead him, not to the real
answer to his question, but to talking about the infield chant. At the beginning of”
paragraph four, he introduces a different topic, “Why America is number one in
baseball.” He arrives at this topic associatively, not analytically; it relates to his
mention of the Russians, who can’t play baseball. Since he gives us no evidence
for this view, we simply must trust his authority on this point (as I do), or we must
bring to his text the knowledge that no Russian baseball team has ever done well
in Olympic play (which I also do). Of course, his rhetorical, or semi-rhetorical
question in turn relates to his original topic, Why Americans love baseball. Here
again we can dispute his assertion, or accept that baseball reflects our culture,
which seems to me what underlies his essay, that baseball in some sense defines
“American” (the bootstraps hero, common man, number one in the world) and so
defines Mr. F’s own identity.

We can find a pattern to the structure of his first four paragraphs, but it is a
pattern of association, not of analysis. At first Mr. F tells us that Americans love
baseball because of its language; then he tells us that we’re number one in the
sport because of the language of the Common Man, those shirtless, beer-drinking
fans. I supply the phrase “bleacher bums.” So without the Yogi Bera types in
the stands, yelling “Boo,” “You stink,” You really stink, you stupid jerk,” what
the players do on the field wouldn’t matter. In fact, the thrust of his first few
paragraphs is to say that the real game isn’t the play on the field but what the
players and the fans say about the play that makes baseball what it is, the
all-American game, and makes America (not the United States, note) the only
country where it can legitimately be played. Not because we have better players;
he couldn’t say that since so many come from other countries. But because we
have the best language. Baseball just isn’t baseball without
good-ole-American-slang. Without passing speech. Mr. F has, of course, cleaned
up what shirtless, beer-drinking fans speak, just as he has sanitized the infield
chant--his accommodation to me, I suspect, if not to one or two others of his
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audience. Had he given it to us straight we would have gotten a good dose of
polemical language, of ritual name-calling similar to what we find in Thomas
Nashe, but American style. Having read this essay, no one should be surprised
that he is hostile to those who don’t speak English on American soil.

Mr. F next moves to a mini-history of the three phrases he lists, but he hasn’t
forgotten his real agenda, which is to continue praising American slang (and
America) at the expense of other languages. And so he turns to the two non-
American teams, which happen to be Canadian. He faults Toronto not because its
citizens speak a language other than English but because they don’t talk
enough. They are too quiet, and he’s already stated, if only implicitly, that to
compete with American teams a franchise doesn’t need great pitching and a good
rbi man but loud fans. In discussing Montreal Mr. F returns to the specific
language fans shout.

In paragraph eight we get an answer to the first question he posed. Or at least
he frames it as an answer, “Yes....” But he is really answering a question he
never explicitly asked, Why is baseball best in America? which he has stated in
paragraph four. However, he has linked it, as we have seen, with the first
question in paragraph two. Paragraph eight serves as a linking paragraph. He
uses it to connect his discussion at the beginning with his final paragraph. He
also returns to the theme of little league versus major league play.

Mr. F finally states explicitly what he had only said implicitly, that “the
vocalness of fans” is sometimes “better than the game itself.” We have no
doubt how little he would enjoy baseball in Toronto. With the roar of the crowd
he returns to the beginning, with the addition of the well-known anecdote about
Joltin’ Joe, the Yankee clipper. When his bat cracked, the roar was deafening.

As analysis Mr. F’s structure fails miserably. His logic, if we can even give it
that name, is flawed. He shifts topics with the quickness of a carnival shell man.
Now you see it, now you don’t. If we read “Hey Babe” traditionally, one of the
first questions we would ask him is, “What is the main point? What are you
trying to show?” And we might follow that with, “I don’t find a clear focus in
this piece; I’m not sure what you’re really trying to say”--and so we would
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continue. Should he rewrite, rearrange, rethink his essay to make it linear and
analytical? Not for me, though that doesn’t imply that he can’t make the essay
better; most writing can always be improved. However, I understand what he’s
doing, and it would be dishonest for me to tell him I didn’t to make him conform
to some arbitrary view that there is only one way to explore a subject and convey
that exploration to an audience. I also think he knows what he’s trying to do. In
the words of Gerald Bruns, he’s trying “to discover what can be said”4 about
the language of baseball. Mr. F’s purpose is nothing more nor less than rhetorical
(I mean this in the Ciceronian sense), the occasion being English class, Tuesday
afternoon. His essay is organized rhetorically, that is topically, not methodically
or systematically; he is giving a public meditation on what constitutes baseball
language, which is at the same time a public meditation about one reason he loves
baseball. It doesn’t require analysis; it requires amplification, copiousness. Each
of his paragraphs merely amplifies, or adds to, or enhances, his first paragraph.
Copia becomes his organizing principle. And when he thinks he is out of

things to say, he stops. He gives us nothing like an end or a conclusion.

If Mr. F were talking to his friends about why he loves baseball, he would
proceed in a similar fashion. His links and connections are associative or additive,
not linear or step by step. Even his one attempt to number his argument, in
paragraph eight, is only a disguise, and not a complete one, since he gives us one
and three but leaves the number two unstated. What marks Mr. F as a novice
rather than a professional is not that he wanders but that his wanderings are easy
to follow, the initial path easy to find when we retrace our steps; he doesn’t go
far enough with what can be said about his topic. This is not a criticism we can
make about the writers we will read in the next two chapters. So in a revision Mr.
F might explore his topic even more than he does, for he has more to say about
baseball language than he has yet realized. His essay provides an opportunity to
discuss with him modemn critical theories of the relationship between reader and
writer, where a reader is not a passive recipient but an active co-writer of the
prose in front of her. This would in turn open up other areas for discussion, for
instance Mr. F’s own reading and the co-productive work he needs to do when

4 Bruns, Inventions 1.
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he reads. How does he go about achieving meaning from a text? How does he
expect his readers to achieve meaning? What happens when he encounters a
text from another time or culture? What happens when readers unfamiliar with
baseball culture encounter his text? Although Mr. F wrote “Hey Babe...” for a
freshman composition course, his essay provides numerous opportunities for rich
and fruitful discussions that will prepare him for other courses, not least of which
his literature courses. Such opportunities are what I mean in part by the
open-endedness of oral discourse.

Another essay of Mr. F, “Dem Bums and Other Hazards of Using Poor
Language,” provides an even better example of the topical approach, particularly
the first paragraph. It is even more contextualized than “Hey Babe.”

Quick! Where did the term “Bleacher Bums™
originate from? Ebbets Field you say? Hey! You’re
absolutely correct. Although they should not be
confused with the bums that were playing on the field.
They weren’t that big of bums, but their fans thought
they were. But what do you expect to be called when
your two best players are named Zach Wheat and
PeeWee (no not the guy with the red bow tie.)
Unfortunately the number of people who think of
Brooklyn when they here the word Dodgers is
dwindling. At las count it was down to 873. Today
when someone says Dodgers your first reaction is to
think of Hollywood, palm trees, Vin Scully, and Tommy
Lasorda, who in return has us thinking of Ultra-Slim Fast.
If you have absolutely no baseball knowledge you think
of Dan Quayle.

Here Mr. F moves from the bleacher bums in the stands at Ebbets Field to the
players, to two particular players, with a nod to a Pee-Wee other than the one he




38

has in mind, Pee-Wee Reese (here recognizing that his audience may not know
the ball player). Then he jumps to Brooklyn, which makes no sense if a reader
doesn’t know that Ebbets Field was home to the original Dodgers, though Mr. F
finally names the team. The Dodgers lead him to talk about Hollywood and palm
trees, another topical connection that is meaningless unless we supply the
geography--Los Angeles, Southern California--which takes us to Hollywood. As
it takes us to Vin Scully (announcer) and Tommy Lasorda (manager), who leads
us to his TV commercials and the whole American schtick for the young, slim, fast,
and fast-rising (note the pun), who lack substance or character. Slick, plastic,
made-up, and so we reach Dan Quayle, another kind of bleacher bum (note, again,
the pun as well as the political comment). One hundred thirty-nine words that
cover about forty years of American cultural history. The paragraph and his
humor depend on associative thinking. Mr. F would lose a lot if he gave us
logical connections; nor do our memories work that way.

We need to bring much to “Dem Bums,” just as we did to “Hey Babe,” and
we’re no closer at the end of the eighth paragraph than we are at the first to what
he announces in the title,“the hazards of using poor language.” He gets there--in
the last paragraph. In the meantime he keeps us guessing and laughing. Again,
my point is to question the assumptions we bring to particular texts. Mr. F’s
discourse shows meaningful connections, just not the kind we might label
logical. Itis more like a quilt than a ladder.

What are the linguistic elements that reinforce my reading of “Hey Babe” as
oral? I have already mentioned a few. Mr. F uses clichés and contractions,
concrete nouns and active verbs. There is nothing cold, impersonal, or distant
about the essay. When I read it (aloud), Mr. F speaks; I hear his voice. On the
other side, I find that certain sentences jar me not because they sound oral but
because they sound written. He hasn’t prepared me to accept “These phrase of
encouragement have dominated baseball...(paragraph six) or “In recent years the
Major League has expanded past the Northern border, into Canada.” It would
be more in keeping with the audible voice he asserts at the beginning to have
said something like, “We’ve been shouting...ever since Ty Cobb....” Despite such
inconsistencies, I hear him talking, especially with his incomplete sentences:
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“Namely Toronto and Montreal,” which follows “In recent years....” If we
transcribed his essay to look like a text from the sixteenth century, we would end
up with some very long sentences, rather than the short ones we find here. Mr. F
uses periods where a sixteenth-century writer would probably put a colon or
semi-colon, a place where we should pause to breathe. When we read “Hey
Babe” aloud, we naturally run certain phrases together and separate others,
regardless of punctuation.

Matching the additive structure I have noted is Mr. F’s use of coordination or
parataxis, rather than subordination or hypotaxis. In sentence after sentence,
with only a few exceptions, he uses “and” or “but.” In paragraph eight, which I
have called his connecting paragraph, the paragraph where he begins to bring his
loose ends together, he uses subordination: “If he does good [then] he is
rewarded with cheers. If he does poorly [then] he is rewarded with boos.” He
reinforces his subordination by repeating it, by parallel structure, by antithesis,
and by putting the most important information last. Mr. F makes sure we notice
that he has changed his pattern (paragraph seven also contains two sentences
with subordinate clauses, though the second sentence puts the subordinating
element last rather than first).

The most linguistically oral aspect of “Hey Babe,” apart from his loose,
paratactic sentence structure, comes with his handling of context, so I will only
make a few comments about his cohesive elements. He doesn’t use deictics, even
when he might have, as in paragraph six: ‘“These phrase of encouragement”
versus “These...have dominated....” He does, however, use the ubiquitous “it’s,”
a common aspect of orality. But it never becomes ambiguous, because it
generally refers to whatever noun or phrase immediately preceded it, so that we
don’t have to look several paragraphs back for the antecedent. Nor does he use
ellipsis, at least not linguistically, though we might say that his assumptions about
a reader’s knowledge of baseball form a kind of rhetorical ellipsis. I have already
mentioned his use of “first...third,” which serves as a cohesive tie.

Mr. F’s personal pronouns stand out: “for me,” “my room,” “my English
papers,” “I love,” “I can still remember.” They refer to the actual Mr. F, not the I,
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the persona of the author. Mr. F also uses the second person pronoun, but only
once to address his audience directly: “As you can tell...” in paragraph four. The
other three times are generic, though “the team you support” in the last
paragraph may be ambiguous. Perhaps this “you” is the oral version of “we” or

4

“anyone.” In conversation we would say “you” instead of “anyone” or
“someone”--a way of remaining personal and involved, even when discussing
hypothetical people and situations, which is the case in paragraph eight. Mr. F is
really saying, “anyone who is a real fan of baseball will cheer great plays and
players regardless of team loyalty.” But that translates his oral statement into a
written one; it becomes more objective, less personal. The word “you,” even
used generically, still keeps a semblance of two people talking about baseball.
Although Mr. F wrote “Hey Babe” and “Dem Bums” as class assignments
they serve a social function. His audience is not a fiction, nor is he simply present
as implied author. He and his readers are actively, intimately involved with each
other and what they write. “Hey Babe” gives him something to talk about in
class, which merely continues the conversations he has outside of class. It gives
him a way of making connections with his writing colleagues. It even gives him
something to argue about, because he can read his essay aloud, which will
naturally provoke any fan to ask questions that take the discussion beyond his
written text. “What did you think of them firing Popeye? That guy didn’t
know how to manage pitchers.” Or, “did you see that catch?” “Hey, what was
the final score. I didn’t catchit.”” Mr. F’s texts are never closed, as in closed off,
final, leaving nothing more to say. There’s always a lot more to talk about, which
is the way he uses writing and is probably the way he will always use writing.
His is, as I’ve said, a rhetorical view, just as his discussion about baseball language
is inherently rhetorical, even though he himself doesn’t, or couldn’t, say that. But
as I noted about introducing modern reading theories using his own text to start
the discussion, so too could a teacher introduce a discussion of rhetoric and its
role in his essay, which would lead to the role of rhetoric in our society. (I have
used this quite effectively with commercials that students have written and
performed in class. Commercials are, obviously, oral.) The subject of his essay
could also easily lead to a discussion of our value system, of gender roles, of
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stereotypes, any of which would yield to further writing and exploration. (Again,
I have watched students write out of a need to respond to discussions that have
come from the essays their colleagues have written.) Baseball, of all our games, is
a collection of sayings, of commonplaces, and Mr. F goes to those commonplaces
of baseball to find things to say about baseball language. Thus, his structure: the
place of the infield, the place of the batter’s box, the place of little league play, the
place of America versus Canada, the places of specific parks--Detroit, New York,
Chicago, Brooklyn. “What are other common places and sayings that we think
with?” a teacher might ask.

Mr. F’s essays connect school with his world. He lets his readers in on
something that plays a big part of his life. “Hey Babe” in particular also shows
Mr. F exploring his identity, of asserting himself and his view of masculinity in a
class (English) that he considers a waste of time for a male on the road to
entrepreneurship and wealth, the great American male dream. As I tried to
indicate earlier, his interest in baseball is part of a larger social context and cannot
be read apart from that context;> his essays reflect his political, economic, and
educational views. As Bruns notes, rhetoric is “intrinsically political...for it
requires the one who speaks to stabilize...the situation in which he finds himself
and which he is called upon to take in hand by what he has to say.”® Because
the occasion for speaking, or writing, in a class can be an unsettling, destabilizing
experience, Mr. F attempts to control an occasion that a teacher, in this case a
female, often controls, in a class that he saw as not “male.” I read Mr. F’s initial
statement in “Hey Babe” as his way of answering a rhetorical occasion: “sitting
in my room on a Tuesday afternoon and trying frantically to get my English
papers done on time.” His use of the adverb “frantically” and his pretense that
he might miss the deadline, though he never did, reveal his attitude toward the
class, helping him to maintain control, at the same time that the phrases become

5 Robert Scholes in Protocols of Reading (New Haven: Yale UP, 1989) insists that
we must always read in this socially contextual way. It is interesting that one of the “texts”
that he reads is a beer commercial with a black umpire. He discovered the truth of this
assertion when he showed it to some non-American friends of his, who found it competely
incomprehensible, even with his explanations.

6 Bruns, Inventions 100.
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part of his rhetorical persona. We shall see how close Mr. F’s essay comes to the
pamphlets of Thomas Nashe, who also adopts a rhetorical persona of the rushed
writer meeting a deadline and speaking whatever comes to mind. Yet there is
nothing frantic about “Hey Babe,” nothing out of control. Mr. F merely
pretends to lack control in order to maintain control of his own discourse in class.
For Mr. F, as for Thomas Nashe, writing can never be decontextualized, abstract,
and depersonalized because it is rooted in speaking.”

I have spent a lot of time with “Hey Babe” to develop the model of reading
that I will use throughout this study. I have tried to read Mr. F carefully and
thoroughly, using the perspective of oral discourse, to discover what such a
perspective can teach us and how we can teach with it.

The Orality of “Black English”

Mr. F is a “typical” student, not much interested in reading or writing, though he
does enjoy talking and was one of the most vocal members of his community of
twenty-four students. Now I would like to look at an essay by a student from
another class and another college whom I would consider atypical, only because
she wants to be a writer. The essays of Ms. W were not only occasions for talk,
as with Mr. F, or what she had to write to pass the course; they were her
opportunity to practice under the guidance of an editor, as she saw our
relationship. In addition, she reads books, something I consider atypical among
college freshmen today. On the other hand, she comes from a culture that prizes

7 1t is important for readers to recognize that what I am saying about the oral
elements in written discourse have as part of their background the theoretical discussions of
recent years about literature, language, writing, and speaking, particularly among
deconstructionists and their opponents, as well as feminist and reader response critics. This
issue doesn’t concern only linguists or compositionists and rhetoricians. Scholes (Protocols
99 ff.) points out that Derrida disregards the distinctions between speaking and writing
because he denies that there is such a thing as presence. If there is no presence, then whether
an exchange is face to face or through print doesn’t matter; in neither case is anyone really
“present.” This is not the position I am taking. I am not trying to deny that there are
differences between speaking and writing, but that the differences are not as significant or
deep as the similarities. Nor am I arguing against presence-—-in fact quite the opposite. I am
offering a theoretical model of reading from the perspective of oral discourse that depends
on the idea of presence.
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talk for its own sake (as opposed to talk to convey information, like, “take out
the garbage” or “don’t forget to pick your clothes up from the cleaners™). Is her
written discourse any more or less oral than Mr. F’s?

Ms. W wrote the following essay in a first-year writing course, like Mr. F,
though hers is a traditional, formal research paper. I have included “Black
English” in subsequent coursepacks for other freshman writing courses, and it
has served as background reading for discussions about language and race.
Because it is much longer than “Hey Babe,” here I will only give excerpts from it,
starting with the introductory paragraphs. The excerpts approximately equal the
number of words I used from Mr. F’s two essays. I have included the entire text
in an appendix and hope you will read it, both silently and aloud to someone.
The numbers refer to the paragraphs in the full text, not to those excerpted.

Slaves didn’ be having no heirlooms tah pass on tah
they childrun; unless maybe you is countin’ black
English. Black English is a heirloom. It is a language,
though metamorphosed, passed down to millions of
descendants. Black English is a descendant. It is a babe
whose great grandmother was a pidginized English and
whose ancestors before that number from the tens of
tribes of the west coast of Africa. Black English has a
history. (1)

It is not the language of a lazy, inferior people. Itis
not the language of an uneducated people, it did not
emerge and remain a major American dialect without
rhyme or reason. “Black English” is a bona fide language
system with its own rules of grammar, vocabulary, and
structure” (Haskings and Butts 40). Black English is the
language of a culture. “Black English is not just a
linguistic system; it is the expressive system of Black
Culture” (Abrahams 100). Black English has a present.



(2)

Black English has a future, but the future is possibility.
One question answered or one decision made does not
end all; it opens up endless other questions or decisions.
This is progression, believe it or not. But progression also
involves some looking back. Forward movement without
an origin is no movement at all. (3)

You cannot evolve into a full person by skipping any
stages of development. That goes for all of the variety of
influences that shape you. One thing that has influenced
me is Black English (BE). I never thought much about it
until recently. It has been with me always, but those
things common to me rarely seem interesting enough to
write about. But it has got me wondering: what is the
big deal anyway? Should I as a Black American choose
BE over standard English (SE)? Or is it a matter of
“taking sides”? How conscious should I be of it?
Should one’s speech take effort? Questions came one
after another. They poked and prodded at my thoughts.
They persisted, petitioning for my attention. That’s why I
want to look at the history so that I can make intelligent
decisions now. I want to take a step back so that I can
take two steps forward.... (4)

BE phonological speech patterns seep up between my
standardized enunciations. Often I say “bof” instead of
“both.” My roommate catches it every time. I barely
notice it. A pattern in BE is that the “f”” sound replaces
the th-sounds at the end of words (Fasold and Wolfram
122-23). (12)

Sometimes I view my BE and my SE to be at odds
with one another. The scenario starts out quite
innocently. I finally find that scarf I've been looking for
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all day and declare, “Here it go.” The image of the
tsking, reprimanding grammar teacher frowns inside my
head, “Subject and verb do not agree.” So I improve
upon it, “Here it goes.” That ain’t it (I push her out of
my head this once). I try again, this time with all of the
“bad English” edited out, “Here it is.....” (13)

Now that some of the history has been laid out, I can
come back to the present. What significance does BE
hold now? There have been unofficial debates on its
values to blacks. When I was fifteen, my black friend
remarked, “Alicia, you go that white high school and
now you talk so proper.” She threw down the gauntlet.
I had to respond. My response was an awkward shrug of
silence. And now when my speech is brought to my
attention, I put on that same awkward, silent shrug. And I
keep a careful watch on my tongue. One day I made a
mistake; I did not leave my school language back in my
locker.... (17)

So my “lazy tongue” gradually became industrious. I
embroidered my speech with pretty and precise threads.
It was a semi-conscious metamorphosis because I don’t
remember practicing words in the mirror or anything, but
over my high school years my speech patterns changed,
so much so that last year my
seven-year-old cousin said to me, “You talk funny.”
Translated it means “Like white people....”(20)

Some of my white friends, and some black ones too,
wonder what all the fuss is about. I’ve bugged many of
them into a long vacation away from me. “Talk how you
talk.” “Just be you.” Who am I? Whodo I be? And on
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the other side, some blacks, and some “culturally
conscience” whites, say, “Don’t talk so proper,” or
“Celebrate your culture.” What does that mean? And
no, I’m not celebrating chitt’lings.... (22)

Still, those answers don’t satisfy me. Sure, I should
just talk the way I talk, but it isn’t just talk. My friend in
high school didn’t think so, some of the blacks at church
didn’t think so, most people don’t think so. When it
comes down to it, the judgments are made: this person’s
intelligent, this one’s not, this one is to be feared, he tryin’
to be white by talkin’ so propah. It’s more than just
talk.... (25)

I guess the dilemma has been with me always, but I
never thought of the Black English debate, and what it
meant for me, not in this way. Geneva Smitherman’s
piece remains anchored in my thoughts:

“...the question of the moment is not which dialect,
but which culture, not whose vocabulary but whose
values, not I am vs. I be, but WHO DO I BE?” (Black
Scholar 168).... ( part of 26)

Today cotton fields don’t divide us, but sometimes
language does. BE should not be scorned as an inferior
language of the field. Itis an heirloom, perhaps one of the
few Black Americans have. We have a common ancestor,
we have a common bond. Some whites also have a need
not only to know BE, but also to understand its
significance and its legitimacy. All whites and blacks
alike need to act with knowledge and understanding, and
not upon stereotypes and ignorance, for we have a
common bond. We are all human beings no matter what
color our tongue. (the end of 27, the last paragraph)
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As I did with “Hey Babe,” I will give some general impressions of Ms. W’s essay,
then look at it in more detail. The first thing I notice is the title, “Black English”--
so ordinary, so prosaic, not only in contrast to Mr. F’s clever titles, but also in
contrast to Ms. W’s own discourse. “Black English” gives nothing away, almost
as if there is no title, nothing more than a filled pause, a spoken silence.
Impersonal and objective, it distances me from the writer and her essay and fails to
prepare me for the first sentence, which upends the expectations I had. Her title
and her first sentence contradict each other rhetorically. With the first sentence I
realize that the subject means something to the writer, whereas the title is more
like a generic label. From the first sentence I know that this is not just another
assignment. The immediate impetus for the essay may have been to write a
research paper, but Ms. W began to write this essay many years ago, long before
she and I met, and she will continue to write it long after she and I have lost
contact (which I hope doesn’t happen). This research project is merely an
intermediate step in her life, her attempt to make sense of something that has
crouched on the borders of her mind. Or, as she says, “It has been with me
always.” This project was her opportunity to say something about how she
talks.

As such, the essay tells us much about Ms. W’s character, the way Mr. F’s
essays on baseball tell us about his character. “Black English” also reveals the
political, sociological, and educational views and tensions in her life. Ms. Wis
concerned about the cultures and societies of which she is a part. Should she talk
“white?” Should she talk “black?” Can she mingle the two together? What is
the relationship between how you talk and how people judge you? What does
your language have to do with the person you are or want to become? The
connection between how you talk and how you are judged particularly troubles
Ms. W, for if our society believes that a dialect like Black English indicates “a
lazy, inferior people...and uneducated people,” then how can she talk that talk
and still be recognized for who she is? Does she have to deny her identity to be
recognized as having one? As having a presence? On the other hand, can she
be who she is and ignore “the talk?” Beyond this comes her mother’s view that
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the only language worth knowing is that of money, and if “the talk” leads away
from money, then it’s best to keep silent. Silence, however, is yet another kind of
language, as linguists and anthropologists have suggested. Silence pervades this
essay. For instance, Ms. W answered her friends with “an awkward shrug of
silence,” a silence that persists up to the writing of the essay (paragraph
seventeen). Talking brings trouble, but no one can argue with silence. Ms. W,
then, is dealing with values, with ethics, and with identity when she asks
questions about her language and our society: “One thing I did not want them
[white kids] to do was define me, to say I could not speak their language”
(paragraph twenty). These are no small issues for a first-year student to tackle.

Where Mr. F doesn’t hesitate to give himself away, Ms. W holds back. She
hasn’t made up her mind about herself, and so we can’t. About the only thing
she lets us know for sure is that she doesn’t like chitt’lings. She has so many
questions about culture--white or black--white school or black school, white
friends or black friends. At the same time she questions the dichotomist position
people put her in, which is her way of questioning the dichotomist position of our
culture.

I also read this essay as an answer to a rhetorical question, a question of
invention: Where does a writer look for things to say? Ciceronian rhetoric
would answer that with the commonplaces. Mr. F found the commonplaces of
baseball, even the common sense of Yogi Berra. But Ms. W says, “those things
common to me rarely seem interesting enough to write about.” Part of her
experience here is her discovery that the common can serve as subject for a
rhetorician confronted with the occasion to say something, so she looks at her
own history, as well as at the history of her race. For her, history is a common
place to look for ideas, just as the comments of linguists become other common
places; for every scholarly reference she makes a personal one. The word
“common,” like the issue of silence, almost becomes a refrain (see paragraphs five
and seven, for examples, as well as the final paragraph). We could compare her
repetition of the word common with the repetition of Jesse Jackson in any of his
speeches.8 Both Mr. F and Ms. W are interested in the common, the ordinary,

8 See Deborah Tannen’s fine reading of Jackson in Talking Voices: Repetition,
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but how different is what constitutes the common for each one. Frantz Fanon,
Ralph Fasold, Walt Wolfram, and Geneva Smitherman aren’t merely talking about
an object of study, they are talking about Ms. W’s common life and experience.
She has a personal stake in what scholars tell her about Black English.

Given the subject, the assignment, the quandary of Ms. W, I would expect to
find some rhetorical and linguistic evidence that she also has a conflict about
what she has been taught is the “proper” way to sound in a research paper. Part
of her struggle as a writer is the same struggle that she has between white English
and Black English. Can she just “talk the way she talks” on paper--or does she
have to undergo yet another metamorphosis before her talk on paper is politically
and socially (and religiously, given the school she attends) acceptable?

I know this writer; I know her attitudes. But the subsequent students who
have read “Black English” do not know anything about her, nor do I give them
any information before they read her essay. When I have asked them for a profile
of Ms. W, almost without exception they have said Ms. W is bitter, angry, and
frustrated--trapped between cultures and languages, in particular the demand that
oral language sound like written, edited English. The first few times I read the
essay I didn’t hear what they heard, but, as I said, I know Ms. W. After several
readings of this essay (perhaps a dozen) I’m not so sure they are wrong. The
point is not that we might disagree about the voice but that her voice compels us
to know her and to make some decisions about the conflicts she reveals.

Let’s look at the first sentence from the perspective of the conflict between
speaking and writing. Remember her definition of proper, “the tsking,
reprimanding grammar teacher” insisting on subject and verb agreement,
something we’re all supposed to do when we write but many of us do not when
we ask for another piece of pizza on Saturday night: “Slaves didn’ be having no
heirlooms tah pass on tah they childrun; unless maybe you is countin’ black
English.” Obviously, this is black, spoken English, as Ms. W conceives that it
would look in writing. It is both informal and colloquial--all except that
semi-colon sitting in the middle, soaking up ink. It seems so much a part of

Dialogue, and Imagery in Conversational Discourse (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1989)
191.



50

standard, edited, written English (i.e., white, in the context of Ms. W’s essay) that
it contradicts the sentence, a sentence we certainly can’t appreciate if we don’t
read it aloud. But how are we to read the semi-colon? It is too easy to read it
simply as an error, particularly in the context of such intentional writing. But it
shouldn’t be there, a yellow light to slow down the prose. Then I read the
sentence again, approaching the semi-colon as I would a semi-colon in a
sixteenth-century writer--a breath mark or a musical notation. What looks like a
mark of written discourse in this sentence is really Ms. W’s raised eyebrow, hand
gesture, turned head, or emphatic voice. Her intonation changes the direction of
her discourse: “unLLESS MAYBE (equal stress on both syllables, but not quite
on the same level as “less™) you is COUNtin’ black ENGlish.” But who would
be doing that? She would. That’s what her semi-colon indicates, which is why it
isn’t a comma or a period.

After her informal first sentence, she becomes formal--syntactically and
lexically. We find the verb “to be” predominating, and words like
“metamorphosed” and “pidginized.” In contrast to Mr. F, she depends on
stative verbs, not active verbs, and her nouns tend to be more abstract. Her
sentences at first fit the “reference-proposition” convention of expository prose,
rather than the “subject-predicate” form of conversation. She quotes sources,
which Mr. F never does (though he was also supposed to include “research’);
her sources use words like “bona fide” and “linguistic system.” Even the use of
sources is an aspect of a formal, written discourse, a paralinguistic gesture. In
paragraph seventeen Ms. W shifts from formal to informal, from written to spoken:
“It was a semi-conscious metamorphosis [written] because I don’t remember
practicing words in the mirror or anything [oral]. “Or anything” is a typical
conversational tag.

Ms. W also uses numerous clichés and colloquialisms--“rhyme or reason,”
“believe it or not,” “does not end all” (a variation of “be all and end all”),
“what is the big deal anyway?” “comes down to it,” “fuss,” “bugged.” Here
are a few colloquialisms from paragraphs that I didn’t excerpt: “laid out,” the
way a preacher would lay out a biblical text for call and response or a choir
director would lay out a line of music; “talking the talk...with the homeboys™;
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“that’s where it’s at”; “turn my nose up at”; “money talks, so honey hush,” a
favorite proverb of her mother and akin to the proverbs Nigerian novelist Chinua
Achebe loves or the sententiae antiquae of the Renaissance commonplace
books. In the same paragraph she writes “cannot,” which we would usually say
as “can’t” (unless we were extremely exasperated) and “it has got me,” which
she could only have made more oral by saying “it’s got me.” Most of the time,
she uses contractions--“it’s,” “there’s,” “don’t” and “doesn’t,” which are
becoming common even in academic writing--but she also uses “I'd,” “I’ve,”
and “they’re.” A few sentences later she says, “Why does not using...,” a
particularly written syntax. Throughout her text Ms. W consistently shifts
between the spoken and the written modes of discourse, much more than Mr. F
does.

Ms. W is also much more metaphoric than Mr. F, which is not something she
was taught by the teacher who told her that nouns and verbs must agree. Her
consistent moves into metaphor reflect the oral tradition of her culture. They
reveal her voice, they mark her text as spoken. She often couples alliteration with
metaphor. Here are a few examples. In the first paragraph she tells us that Black
English “is a babe whose great grandmother was a pidginized English.” In other
words, it came from somewhere, and not all that long ago. Itisn’t a corruption of
something better or more valuable but its own thing. Then come the questions,
which “poked and prodded at my thoughts”--like the great grandmother using
her knitting needles to puncture Ms. W’s complacency. “They persisted,
petitioning for my attention”--the questions becoming questioners, citizens
begging for a signature, litigants at the bar. Later she says that “West African
influences run thick through BE’s veins,” which continues the image of
language personified, with kinfolk and country. It also says that without West
African influences the blood of Black English would be pretty thin (not to
mention the blood of White English). To correct her own lazy tongue--and to
connect herself with this heirloom--Ms. W says “I embroidered my speech with
pretty and precise threads.” This is George Puttenham’s position on rhetoric and
poetry exactly, though he objected to embroidering common speech, as Bruns
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points out.? Her embroidery reminds us of those poking and prodding
questions. In case we can’t quite hear her, she tells us that “BE phonological
speech patterns seep up between my standardized enunciations.” Something
from deep within her gets caught between her teeth and out comes “bof,”

2

instead of “both.” Each of her metaphors is alliterative: “great grandmother,’

29 ¢

“thick through,” “poking, prodding, persisting, petitioning,” “pretty and
precise,” and “speech patterns seep up.” Ms. W uses both explosive and the
sibilants favored by Mr. F.

The most striking aspect of her text, and what I find to be most oral about it, is
her lack of a precise structure, despite her attempt to give it linear shape: past,
present, future, or as she says in the first three paragraphs, “history, present,
future.” Within that overtly analytical structure, she digresses, repeats herself,
and interjects stories. She is particularly fond of repeating certain syntactic
patterns--from the first paragraph, “Black English is,” “it is,” “Black English is,”
“it is,” and then finally “Black English has.” The repetition could reflect orality,
but the stative verbs assert the opposite. Is this simply lazy writing, akin to the
lazy tongue Ms. W says she has tried to correct with embroidery? Or do we need
to ask, Who is speaking here?

L. C. Knights points out that Thomas Nashe is difficult to read because we
never know who is speaking. Sometimes we hear him and sometimes his
enemies--and we get no clues from the punctuation. In other words, Nashe is, in
Bakhtin’s now-overused term, “dialogic,” or multilogic. Let’s reread Ms. W’s
opening paragraph of “Black English” with this in mind. If we don’t hear two
voices speaking when we read it, then we have missed the call and response, we
have missed the reason for the repetition. We also miss the reason for her shift
from “is” to “has.” In the last sentence the two voices, or choirs, or preacher and
congregation, come together in a shout. The pattern is so exact that we need to
read it antiphonally to do it justice. Here she anticipates the verb “laid out” of
paragraph seventeen, which provides the clue to her oral structure: the
repetitions, abrupt shifts and lack of transitions, her occasional digressions from

the main point into story-telling. She is laying out her subject; she is finding

9 Bruns. Inventions 162.
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things to say; she is amplifying, accumulating, her text (as in scriptural text):
“Slaves didn’ be having no heirlooms tah pass on tay they childrun; unless
maybe you is countin’ black English.” Or, as she translates it into standard
English, “Black English is an heirloom.”

In this context of call and response, of laying out, we can’t read her stative
verbs as characteristic of written discourse. Here they characterize a particular
kind of oral discourse and so become verbs of action, not verbs of being. They
are action in disguise and partake of the same concreteness as of active verbs. In
the social context in which her syntactic pattern is rooted, to declare something
to be is to act. Just as George Dillon suggests that we need to look at the context
of personal pronouns before deciding how “personal” and therefore how oral
they make a particular text, so we need to look at how a writer uses stative and
active verbs before drawing hasty conclusions about their orality.

There is another point about these sentences. Ms. W first states a fact
metaphorically--“Black English is a heirloom”--the statement of the preacher
about to tell a story. Her story is how Black English came to be an heirloom, as
well as the story of how she learned this. First she lays out the statement. The
congregation replies, expanding the statement, the first part of which seems like
an abstraction--“It is a language....” But notice that the rest of the sentence is
also a metaphor. Language metamorphoses, like a cell, but it’s more than
something internal and unreachable by human hands, for it is “passed down,”
handed on, touched and loved. Which then leads Ms. W to talk of Black English
as a descendant, a babe, a very touchable creature but one who needs a lot of

love and care. It can go wrong, do bad. So her personifying of the abstract thing
“language,” her metaphors, her call and response, her alliteration, keep the
paragraph vocal. Her repetition of the words *“Black English” does the same--
five times (if we also count the title) by the end of the first paragraph. In just the
same way, Jesse Jackson in a speech to Democratic party leaders in the fall of
1991 repeated the words “When it’s dark.” As Deborah Tannen has shown,
such repetition is common in conversation. 10

9 66

Ms. W continues this repetitive pattern--“It is not,” “it is not,” “it did not”--

10Tannen, Talking Voices.
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incantatory, mesmerizing, the style of the orator, the person of words--a fine
example of anaphora, as common at the local shopping mall as it was in the
Roman senate. Even the source she quotes continues the syntactic pattern she
has established and helps establish her antithesis: it is not, it is; it is not, it is (as
Jackson used the refrain “when it’s dark” to show what Democrats need to do
to prepare for when it isn’t dark). This is in keeping with her own personal
movement at the discourse level as well as at the sentence level--one of conflict
and tension. At the conjunction of what Black English is and what it isn’t, Ms.
W finds herself.

In contrast to what we hear in Mr. F’s text, we don’t hear directly from Ms. W
until paragraph four, and paragraph three is a strange, highly abstract (and highly
confusing) transition from the first two paragraphs of call and response to the first
mention of herself. I can only make sense of paragraph three as someone
hemming and hawing to put off as long as possible what she knows she needs to
do (or say). This is oral hesitating, a false start, a stumbling over words. Ms. W
tells us she is tongue-tied--silent and unable to speak. Isn’t that in part what she
tries to tell us throughout the essay? She defends herself by showing that it isn’t
all her fault and that she isn’t alone. Lots of African Americans are tongue-tied,
thanks to our culture, and Ms. W thinks it is wrong. Wrong to make a people
mute. Wrong to force a people into silence.

“Y ou cannot evolve into a full person by skipping any stages of
development,” she says. But since in this paragraph she has decided to tell us
why she is writing about Black English, why does she use the word “you?” This
is the same kind of you Mr. F used, the oral version of the hypothetical “anyone”
of written discourse. It also functions here as first-person disguise. Ms. W is
really saying, “I have to talk about everything that has influenced me if I'm ever
to figure myself out, and a big thing is Black English.” Although she insists that
she never thought about it much, she contradicts herself frequently. She
alternates voices; she plays out “it is” and “it is not,” only in the personal terms
of “I am” and “I am not”; “I will” and “I will not”; “I have” and “I have not.”

As a piece about herself, we should expect state of being to dominate.
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Ms. W’s state of being accounts for the lack of internal structure. Paragraph
four is a good example. She tells us that Black English has influenced her,
though she’s never thought about it much. Then she contradicts or corrects
herself by tacitly admitting that she’s always thought about it, so much so that it
has become common and therefore uninteresting, unimportant, not writeable. Or
not speakable, as she admits later when her only response to direct confrontation
about the way she talks is that “awkward shrug of silence” (paragraph
seventeen) I noted earlier. Then once more she contradicts herself. “What’s the
big deal?” So Black English isn’t important? Nothing in this paragraph suggests
anything like the coherence we expect in expository discourse. No, Ms. W is
thinking out loud, almost improvisationally, like a jazz musician. Her theme is
Black English...heirloom (theme, not thesis); each paragraph plays with that
theme. The play just happens to be coming to us on paper, the musical score that
we have to animate by reading orally. She’s working out in dialogue fashion
why she chose this subject to write about. Finally, she reaches a decision, and
she uses metadiscourse to tell us: “That’s why I want...so I can make...I want to
take...so I can take....” (Note again the repetition.)

In paragraph seventeen at the end of her review of the history of Black
English, Ms. W says, “I can come back to the present.” But she doesn’t entirely.
She continues to give examples from her past in the section on the present, just as
she gives examples of the present during her discussion of the past. Structurally
she is conflating past and present tenses, just as she does from sentence to
sentence, as in this paragraph, where she alternates between past and present
tenses. Semantically, she is arguing both sides of the question, a version of the
Renaissance utramque partem,!! though she sees it in more personal terms:

“my BE and my SE...at odds with one another.” If she had put the BE side in
BE and the SE side in SE, it would be easier for us to hear the conversation. But
she didn’t, which nevertheless doesn’t let us off the hook, orally speaking, any
more than Nashe’s failure to punctuate his conversations as conversations
excuses our deafness when we read him.

11 See Joel B. Altman, The Tudor Play of Mind: Rhetorical Inquiry and the
Development of Elizabethan Drama (Berkeley: U of California P, 1978).
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Contributing to the orality of “Black English,” enhancing the oral structure
of call and response, is her additive syntax. She seldom uses subordination,
favoring parataxis even more than does Mr. F. Unlike him, though, she uses a
great many oral discourse markers, such as “still,” “so” “sure,” “And no,” “I
guess,” each of which could be called metadiscourse (along with such
expressions as “I can come back to the present,” which concerns the plan of her
discourse, not the subject of her discourse; it is a comment on her own working).
They are also examples of conversational cohesion, as they are of Ms. W talking
to herself: “sure I could...” or “still it may not be....” Or is she talking to
someone else? Most of these oral discourse markers come near the end of her
essay. The more she writes the more overtly oral she becomes, almost as if she is
too conscious at the beginning of the proper way to write a research paper. Her
voice, not that of the tsking, reprimanding school teacher, wins. Which is the
point. She’s struggling with her voice, or her voices, and wants all of them to be
the best they can be. She wants to sound as black, and as white, as possible. Ms.
W has too many stories to tell to be locked into any particular voice so soon.

I have said almost nothing explicitly about audience and the assumptions Ms.
W is making, for I wanted to leave these issues for last, just as I have left her final
paragraph for the end. Looking at it will finish the discussion on the alternating
voices that control her text, and it will lead us directly into the issue of audience.

In the last paragraph, of which I have only excerpted the final third, Ms. W
tries to come to some resolution. She tries to bring her voices together to sing in
unison rather than antiphonally. She tries and fails, as her personal pronouns
reveal. “So where does that leave me?” she asks. “Where does that leave us?”
Which us is she talking about? Her and her fellow African Americans? Her and
her fellow citizens, white and black? Her and me, her teacher? Her and her
writing group? Her and her English class (all white except for her)? Or, as her
text seems to indicate a few sentences later, her and her fellow middle-class
African Americans who share her concern about Black English, or would if
someone pointed out to them that they ought to be concerned about it? She
says, “Two different societies are being formed, and I’m not talking about white
and black.” So maybe her text is aimed at those people of color who have
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scorned Black English as improper, maybe as she once did subconsciously.

If 1 have trouble deciding who “us” refers to, I have just as much trouble
deciding who “we” refers to in the closing sentences. “We have a common
ancestor, a common bond.” Every time I read that sentence I stop. Does she
mean me, too? No, because syntactically “we” must refer to “Black Americans.”
And then, of course, I have the next sentence, “Some whites also....” So she must
mean “we” to refer to “Black Americans.” However, the ambiguity of “us” at
the beginning of the paragraph makes this “we” ambiguous, for she has been
talking about several different groups of us’ns and we’uns, without always
bothering to distinguish who is who. Her final we--“we are all human beings”--
seems the least ambiguous of her first person plural pronouns. But then I note
that she has just repeated what she has said above: “we have a common bond.”
She can’t mean the same common bond as the first one she mentions. Or can
she? Is she really talking about the common bond of speech itself, regardless of
its roots? Is she saying that the ability to talk to each other, no matter in what
dialect and accent, binds us, despite the problems language causes? But then
how can a problem that divides also be the tie that binds? Ms. W doesn’t answer
any of my questions; she doesn’t really answer her own questions. That would
be analysis, not meditation on the text she lays out at the beginning and returns
to at the end, this heirloom of Black English.12 You can’t explain an heirloom,
you can only appreciate it by talking about it and by making it part of what you
value. You can’t be silent about it, even though she once tried.

Such unanswered questions can lead her into some further exploration of her
subject and herself; they show that she has not exhausted the subject, that she
has more to think about and so more to write. The questions also reflect that she
cannot yet answer them and to force her to do so would be to insist on an
artificial closure. Although my purpose is to present a way of reading this text
and not to suggest how she might revise her text, I suggest that these ambiguities
are positive, not negative, because they open discussions; they do not close

12 In many ways, Ms. W might be faulted, wrongly I think, in terms similar to those
white Protestants use about traditional black preachers--they lack system. method, and thus
theology. Rather they approach theology from a different textual perspective, in my terms, an
oral, which is to say social, perspective.
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discussions. Had she written a “correct” expository research paper she would
have left out much that makes her essay so productive of learning. For example, I
could rewrite paragraphs twelve and thirteen:

BE phonological speech patterns appear even among Black

speakers consciously attempting to avoid them. A person might

say “bof,” for instance, rather than “both” and only realize the

slip when someone points it out. As Fasold and Wolfram note,

replacing the final -th sound with an -f sound is common among Black

English speakers.

Such slips of the tongue can make an African American feel

at odds with himself. He can unconsciously use a BE grammatical

pattern, “Here it go,” when he finds an object he has been looking for.

Then under the demands of noun-verb agreement correct it, “Here it

goes,” without really correcting the error, which is with the pronoun

“it,” which can’t go or goes. Finally, a speaker arrives at “here it is.”
We have the same “information,” but do we have the same text? At the very
least, we have lost the person behind the text. Although it would have been easy
for Ms. W to write such a paper, I doubt that she would have learned as much as
she did.

As I’ve noted, her insistence on speech reflects Ms. W’s oral tradition and
relates directly to the call and response structure she naturally uses. Most white
Protestants (the Pentecostal tradition is an exception) have silence urged on
them: “Let all the world keep silent” choirs intone as an introit. Only God and
his representative in the pulpit should speak; the role of the congregation is
unspoken response. But the role of the congregation in the Black tradition is the
opposite--speech, involvement, response, a saying something or an adding to
what has been said that may not be referential but may be encouragement to
continue talking.!3 The conflict that silence brings to her, for silence is not an

13 For a much fuller study of these issues, see Geneva Smitherman, Talkin’ and
Testifyin’: The Language of Black America (Boston, Mass.: Houghton Mifflin, 1977). For
the implications of black oral strategies in terms of structure, see Frederick Erickson,
“Rhetoric, Anecdote, and Rhapsody: Coherence Strategies in a Conversation Among Black
American Adolescents”(Tannen Coherence 81-154); John J. Gumperz, Hannah Kaltman,
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appropriate response for a community that values vocal exchanges. Ms. W
encourages herself to keep talking in the face of oppressive silence, which is how
I read her discourse markers as well as her shifting personal pronouns. From the
perspective of conventional written discourse, though, the result of call and
response (on whatever level) can be highly ambiguous.

Ambiguity is a mark of an oral discourse, a contextualized discourse. We have
read with ambiguity at our elbow paragraph after paragraph, and on all levels:
the lexical, the syntactic, the cohesive, and the contextual. Ms. W is structurally
ambiguous, she is vocally ambiguous, she is semantically ambiguous. I suspect
that if she were talking about Black English with her black and white friends in
the dorm it would be easier to know which “us” and which “we” she was
referring to. It would also be easier to know her audience. At times she seems to
be addressing herself, at others, her family or her black friends. Ms. W also
addresses her white friends and the white members of her research group, who
struggled with her for a month as she tried to determine what she wanted to say.
Are they included in “some whites” at the end?

Although Ms. W may not seem to leave as many assumptions unspoken as
Mr. F, nevertheless her ambiguity has that effect. Just as a black congregation
participates in the sermon, in Erickson’s words helps produce it, so Ms. W
assumes that we will participate in constructing her text. She assumes that we
know something about black culture and how it differs from (or is the same as)
white culture. She makes these assumptions because her essay is embedded in
semester-long conversations about the relationships of language and culture, of
written and oral modes of discourse. Her essay furthers talk that started before

and Mary Catherine O’Connor, “Cohesion in Spoken and Written Discourse: Ethnic Style
and the Transition to Literacy” (Tannen Coherence 3-19); and Sarah Michaels and James
Collins, “Oral Discourse Styles: Classroom Interaction and the Acquisition of Literacy”
(Tannen Coherence 219-24). Erickson says that black speakers use “a logic of the
particular, which is characterized by argumentation by anecdote, rhapsodic stitching together
of topoi...and routinized speaker/audience interaction, which resembles that of black blues
singing as well as the discourse style of the black evangelical preacher and congregation who
jointly produce a sermon in a dialogue of call and response” (85). His description is
reminiscent of the characteristics of primary orality. I know of little work applying these
principles to writing, as opposed to speaking, among students (the speeches and sermons of
both Jesse Jackson and Martin Luther King, Jr., as noted, have been studied).
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she began to write and that continued after she had finished.

“Black English” serves the function of the preacher--her call to the
congregation. We’ve got to respond and take over one of the voices. In the first
paragraph we need to hear two voices, yes, but perhaps not--or not only--the two
voices of Ms. W; rather we need to hear our own voice responding to hers.
“Black English is an heirloom,” she calls, and we respond, “It is a language....”
And together we shout, “Black English has....” She has made no greater
assumption than that we can supply the second voice throughout her text, so
that she doesn’t have to take both parts: thus the common bond she is trying to
build. Naturally, then, the “we” and the “us” must remain, in part, ambiguous,
for it isn’t up to her to decide who’s sitting in the pews; she only knows that
those in the pews, whoever we are, form her community. Her text requires, or
assumes, the same give and take of face-to-face conversation that “Hey Babe”
does. Both texts require the co-production of their hearers; both texts, though in
different ways, include several voices. Ms. W may begin as if she plans to
proceed by reference and proposition, with a thesis she will prove, only to shift
into story-telling to explore her feelings and experiences.

Some Final Examples

Now that I have read two essays in detail I would like to provide a few more brief
examples of oral discourse from a wider spectrum of students. They include first-
semester students enrolled either in a lower level, or basic, writing class, or in the
standard first-year freshman composition class. I have also included upper-level
students, some of them nontraditional, enrolled in a literature class that fulfilled a
supplemental writing skills requirement (writing across the curriculum). The point
of these additional examples is to show that the use of oral discourse within
writing is not characteristic of only a few students or of any particular ethnic
group. It makes little difference how old students are, what ethnic background
they have, or whether they read books; all of them write orally because our
culture is so oral. The differences come with the particular kinds of orality each
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prefers; just as no two of us have the same accent, the same timbre, the same
rhythm, or the same vocabulary, so we each choose different aspects of orality to
write down. For this final section, I will give examples that demonstrate oral
features at the lexical, grammatical, and contextual levels, making only short
comments about each one.

Ms. M, a freshman enrolled in the standard composition course, plans to be a
lawyer. In this passage she uses concrete nouns and verbs, shifts between past
and present tense, and expresses her feelings directly through a cliché. She is
trying to work out her position on the issue of gender stereotypes in advertising
and uses as the occasion for her remarks a poster that she found offensive. As she
tries to “read” her position, she also tries to “read” the advertisement for those
of us who haven’t seen it.

As I walk down the hallway of my dorm, I see a poster
hanging on a door on the guy’s half. The poster is
advertising beer, however, the implication it is using to
sell this beer makes me sick....The poster reads....After
looking at this poster....I thought to myself....
Not only is this excerpt highly contextualized--“the guy’s half,” “I walk,” “I

see,” but the writer makes her voice clearly audible.

Mr. D., another freshman, was enrolled in a lower level writing course. Unlike
many students who “failed” the placement test and so found themselves in this
course, he showed no resentment, but pleasure and relief. He wanted to write like
his girlfriend, who always found something clever to say, as he admitted to me at
the beginning of the semester. He wanted to learn; he wanted to be able to get
words on paper. As the result of an assignment to read the issue of The New
York Times dated the day that he was born and write an essay about what he
learned, he discovered how much he liked lists. (The assignment was intended
primarly to introduce these students to research.) The following excerpt comes
from an essay written as a follow-up to the original assignment.

Computers, Nintendo, VCR’s, CD’s, surgery with
lasers, fiber optics communication systems, completely
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digital, computerized automobiles. Modern technology
will absolutely blow you away. It’s amazing how far
we’ve come over the years. Technology has taken on a
totally different meaning from what it was yesterday.

Mr. D’s love of lists is a way of amplifying, of being copious. He depends on
clichés to give him something to say, to get him started. They serve directly as
places of invention for him. For me, this paragraph represents phatic
communication, the phrases we say to people as matter of social ritual, like “Hi,
how are you. I’m fine, and you?” Such phrases are a way of opening a
conversation or making a social connection. And here Mr. D’s last two sentences
function in the same way. They don’t really say anything in and of themselves,
though that doesn’t mean they are unimportant or irrelevant. If someone refuses
to answer our “Hi, how are you” with the appropriate ritual response, we would
leave muttering about rudeness. Mr. D’s last two sentences ask that we respond
by saying “yes” or “that’s right”; they help him to get going and make contact
with the reader. For someone who had difficulty at the beginning of the semester
coming up with anything to say no matter how ritualized, this paragraph, and his
entire essay, represents an achievement. It also shows that he has a place to move
from; his essay is not an example of someone who has arrived at his destination
and so completed his education. He has become curious and any of the examples
of new technology he lists could become a subject for its own investigation and
writing. Or he could write an essay on the technology that is the common

denominator among them.

Ms. C, a sophomore just taking the freshman writing course, constantly
compared her spoken language with her written language, as she does here.
What she often overlooked was how oral her written language was. The journal
she refers to is one she keeps on her own, not one required for class. The
following excerpt is part of her final examination essay, a 3,000-word analysis of
the progress she had made throughout the semester in her spoken and written

language.
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I’ve spent this whole morning reading my own

writing hoping to find enough information to come up

with a 3,000 word essay. And I just can’t get over how

much I learned about language this term....Wow, what a

special gift language and communication is! Now that I

take the time to look at my own language, it makes me

laugh! Essays that I write for classes aren’t usually that

funny, but my journal entries and spoken language

suddenly appear to me as being hilarious. This

assignment to study my own language has been a real

eye-opener. Well....
Ms. C was one of the more vocally articulate members of our classroom
community. | attributed some of that to her acting experience (a member of the
Holland, Michigan, summer repertory company.) Her punctuation, her discourse
markers, her clichés, and her personal pronouns make this excerpt oral. She tells a
story of how she feels about her language, a meditation, not an analysis, though
in the process she does make some astute analytical comments. The excerpt also
reveals that she doesn’t think her written language, her school language,
represents her well. Throughout the semester Ms. C worked to bring her voices

into harmony.

Ms. D is a nontraditional student in her late thirties or early forties who enjoys
writing, as she showed throughout the interdisciplinary literature class in which
she was my student.

Terms. Hmm. Here we are. We’re at the end.
End of term. Terminate includes the word term.
Are we terminating our term? I guess that’s one
way to say it, but I think not. Something that stays
with a person cannot be terminated by a schedule
that says ‘times up.’
She blends the oral and the written--“hmm” and “I think not,” “that’s” with

” ¢

“cannot.” She proceeds assocatively, letting “terms,” “end of term,”
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“terminate” lead her to a theme and a structure. Her thought patterns show that

she is considerably older than the other students I have cited.

If a common thread runs through each of these examples, it is that of voice, of
immediacy, of informality. Each of these four writers uses a paratactic sentence
structure. They seldom use subordinate clauses; they often begin sentences with
“and” or “but.” They prefer an adding style, which for some students (Mr. D. is
a good example), results in lists. Their sentences tend to be on the short side, with
frequent incomplete sentences, sometimes only phrases or one-word utterances.
Occasionally, however, a writer will become caught up in what she is saying and,

just like conversation, duplicate nonstop talk.

Ms. L, another freshman, an African American from an upper middle class
home (her father is a doctor) represents this aspect of orality.
We criticized each other and encouraged and helped
each other. We also learned about different types of
languages. Our group was so special we became close
and helped each other outside of class and spent hours
trying to help on another. I really think that our
community was a great learning experience also it ws a
great way to get to know each other and learn together.
Note her insistent parataxis as well as the run-on sentences. Ms. L is also highly
repetitive, just as she would be in conversation. Her highest praise for the course
comes in the cliché, “a great learning experience.” Unfortunately, I don’t have
the space to include the entire essay, her final examination, which she wrote as a
letter to me. The form partly explains why the discourse is so contextualized. If I
could include all of it, we would find that she uses the essay to explore her
feelings, good and bad, about the class, and ends with the same words she used at
the beginning, the kind of structural circling back that I mentioned in the first
chapter. (Ms. W uses the same technique more successfully in her repetition of
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the idea “It has been with me always.”) Ms. L’s repetition shows her returning
to a fundamental of her identity. The group members she mentions are both
women, one a white student from a farming community, the other an African
American student from a poor neighborhood in Detroit. Each of the students
spoke a different dialect and came from a different subculture; yet they formed a
deep bond, as Ms. L indicates. Of all the groups I have worked with, theirs was
the most impressive and had the most linguistic hurdles to overcome.

Mr. S is another nontraditional student, representative of the kind of student
we will increasingly find in our classrooms. He comes from a working class
background and had spent some years in factory work. Finally, bored and
frustrated, he decided to return to college to become a high school history
teacher. His grammatical skills were marginal, his spelling atrocious, but he
discovered how much he loved to write, and he worked hard. He was justly
proud of his sixteen-page paper, “The Weird and Wacky Side of Travel
Language.”

Does it seem peculiar to you that we say get on an

airplane instead of get in an airplane. I don’t know about

you, but I don’t want to get on an airplane, getting on an

airplane could be dangerous to your health....There are a

lot of ways to travel. I'm going to talk to you about

some different ways, and items that are related to

them....For the person who hasn’t much money to spend

on a car, he or she could always borrow a car

permanently. I don’t recommend this method, as one

could end up at the big house or up the river.
Here again we note how highly contextualized the excerpt is. Ms. S’s pronouns
are a clue, particularly “you,” which he uses just as he would in speaking. I have
also noted the frequency of clichés, even in an atypical writer like Ms. W. Mr. S,
though, is the master of the field. He recognized how his thinking, and most
people’s, tends to come clothed in clichés. So he decided to use his clichés, to
make them a positive, rather than a negative. (What would he have done with
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Editor?14 Or what would E. B. White have done? He also played with clichés.)
Mr. S uses every travel cliché he can think of as places of invention. Although his
explicit topic is travel language, his topical invention leads him, just like Mr. F, to
all sorts of strange places. As Mr. S said about this project, “I can just keep
talking” (he wrote many more pages than he turned in). His project reveals
someone becoming increasingly sensitive to language, with a growing curiosity
about how we use words or how words can be used by advertisers to manipulate
us. His essay made all of us more sensitive to how we use language.

I have hundreds of examples of student discourse that is fundamentally
speech written down. Students directly address their audience, they are
ambiguous, they pursue more than one point or focus, they argue topically not
logically, they leave a lot for readers to fill in, they are more comfortable telling
stories than explaining abstractions. They are, at heart, rhetoricians--speakers.
Reading students as speakers allows us to understand what students are writing
and to appreciate why they are writing as they do. We discover their intentions
and their source of invention, as well as their connections with their culture. It
reveals the attempts of writers to integrate and synthesize the disparate elements
of their existence and their recognition that even in randomness we can find
patterns emerging. To read from the perspective of written discourse risks missing
the patterns. When we read from an oral perspective we show students how to
read themselves, how to hear their own voices and the voices of others. Such a
model of reading means listening and so participating in a different way to a
different kind of conversation.

14 Editor is a software program recently published by the Modemn Language
Association and took eight years to develop. It finds more than 16,000 common errors of
student writing, which fall into such categories as clichés, jargon, ambiguity, repetition, and
improper word usage (see “Program Can Spot Mistakes Made by Beginning Writers, The
Chronicle of Higher Education, September 25, 1991: A24, for a report by Beverly T.
Watkins). Its existence is evidence that teachers still generally read for mistakes; the report,
however, doesn’t suggest that the published writers need such a software program, even
though we can find the same “errors” in their writing, if we’re reading for errors, of course.



Chapter Three: Reading Four Contemporary Essayists

“ ‘Demons think in straight lines....Our stories, you know how they are all so

tangled and thick, one story inside another....’

‘Yes,’ I said, prodding.

‘Humans love that. Demons can’t stand it.’

And thus I was taught one of the big lessons, that tangles should be welcomed as

good news--they keep out demons.” A. L. Becker, “Language in
Particular: A Lecture,” 28.

When we turn from Mr. F and Ms. W to George Garrett, Stanley Elkin, Lewis
Thomas, and Stephen Jay Gould, we find similar oral characteristics, the
“oral-style-on-paper” that Lakoff refers to. We also find similar reasons for all six
writers’ use of such a style--to explore identity, to explain his or her culture or
worldview, to engage in conversation with a reader about what life means and
where each writer fits, to provide integration and wholeness to reality.

As I explained in chapter one, each of my published examples writes for a
popular audience but also is a scholar or critic. Garrett teaches at the University
of Virginia; Elkin teaches at Washington University in St. Louis; and Gould
teaches at Harvard University. Thomas at the time of writing his two best-known
books was head of the Sloan-Kettering Cancer Institute. These four people don’t
write for a living, not the way John McPhee or Joan Didion does, which makes
them, in a sense, amateurs and so close to students, who are also amateurs. The
professional lives of these four published writers do not depend on the popular
essays they offer the average reader of magazines and bestsellers; in fact, popular
writing is not considered thoroughly legitimate for scholars.! Popular writing
always seems illiterate in some way, a watering down or pandering to an
uneducated, unthinking public. Someone might interpret the oral elements in the

| The Best American Essavs 1991, ed. Joyce Carol Oates (New York: Ticknor &
Fields, 1991) includes an essay each by Jane Tompkins and Marianna De Marco Torgovnick.

Torgovnick, says the biographical information, wants to do “more of this kind of writing”
(272).
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essays of these four writers as just that--an accommodation to an audience that is
essentially a non-reading and so, such a person might think, a non-thinking
audience, an audience accustomed to taking their language through the ear and
not through the eye--the Mr. Fs of the world. On the contrary, these writers are
not pandering to our culture but are interpreting our culture in a style they find
necessary to such interpretation. Neither Mr. F nor Ms. W, nor the other four, can
reveal and analyze his or her culture without using an oral, associative,
multidialogic, style. Underlying what each says is the desire to make sense out of
the world. What are these essential stylistic characteristics? Various sorts of
informality; references to audience; rhetorical devices that depend on sound
rather than sight; digressive, associative, or repetitive structure; personal
pronouns; paratactic syntax; fragments or long, loosely constructed sentences;
ambiguity (for example, through deictics, ellipsis, pronouns); oral discourse

markers; and metadiscourse.

“My Two One-Eyed Coaches”

Annie Dillard chose George Garrett’s essay, originally published in The Virginia
Quarterly Review, as one of the twenty best essays for 1987, the edition
focusing on what she calls “narrative.” She prefers essays like Garrett’s that mix
“plain facts and symbolic facts, or that transform plain facts into symbolic facts.”
Dillard points out that such essays use an associative structure--“fragments
linked by idea™ Essayists invent their structure as they go; every time and

with every subject, just as in conversation, the structure moves as the subject
wills. All but one essay in this collection uses an associative, digressive structure.
Here, then, are the opening paragraphs of George Garrett’s essay; I have included
the complete essay in the Appendix.

2 Annie Dillard, “Introduction,” The Best American Essays 1988 (New York:
Ticknor & Fields, 1988) xx. Dillard goes so far as to say that “no structure is proscribed.
You get to make up your own structure every time, a structure that arises from the materials
and best contains them.” This is a defining characteristic for her of the genre--that it is “all

over the map” (xxii).
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I came to reading and writing more or less naturally.
As, for example, you might come to swimming early and
easily. Which, matter of fact, I did; learning to swim at
about the same time I learned to walk. I can very well
remember the name of the man (he was the swimming
coach at Rollins College near Orlando, where I grew up
during the Depression years) who took me as a toddler
and threw me off the end of a dock into a deep lake
where I had the existential choice of sinking or
swimming. And chose to swim, thank you very much.
His name was, I swear, Fleetwood Peoples. Could I forget
a name like that? More to the point, could I invent that
name? For reading we had all the riches of my father’s
one great extravagance--an overflowing library of some
thousands of books. Books of all kinds in bookcases and
piles and on tables everywhere in the house. Everybody
read and read. So did I. I remember reading Kipling and
Stevenson and Dickens and Scott sooner than I was able
to. And you could earn a quarter anytime for reading any
one of any number of hard books that my father thought
anybody and everybody ought to read. (1)

A few words here about my father. For there were
many things, more than the love of reading and writing
and the gift of the ways and means to enjoy both, which
he taught me by example and which at least precluded
the possibility that most teachers could ever be as
influential as he was. But athletic teaching was the one
great thing that he could not do for me, and this, now that
I am forced to think of it, must have led me to seek out
coaches as teachers. He had been an athlete and, I am
told on good authority, a very good one, playing ice
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hockey and rowing in school and college. And he had
led, for a time, a rugged physical life, dropping out of
M.IT. to work in Utah as a copper miner. He wanted to
be a mining engineer some day, but midway his money
ran out; so he went to work in the mines out west; and he
hoped to save enough to go back to school. He had a
slightly mangled left hand, missing two full fingers, and
bulked, powerful shoulder muscles and a sinewy
eighteen-inch collar size to show for his hard years as a
miner. He had his charter membership in the United Mine
Workers framed and on the wall; and in the attic there
was a dusty old metal suitcase full of one kind and
another of ore samples he had dug out himself. But he
was crippled, which was what he called it, not being ever
an advocate of euphemisms. Lame was more like it,
though; for he had a bad left leg and a limp left arm.
Neither of which greatly impeded his apparent vigor and
energy and, indeed, were scarcely noticeable unless he
tried to hurry, to run, or to leap out of a chair. His
lameness came in part from an injury and in part from a
severe case of polio which had almost killed him. Now he
could still swim--an awkward, but powerful sidestroke;
and he learned to play a pretty good game of tennis,
hobbling it is true, but overpowering many good players
with a hard backhand and a truly devastating and deadly
forehand. He also had a quality possessed by one of his
tennis heroes, Bitsy Grant. Somehow or other, in spite of
all awkwardness and all disability, he could manage to
return almost anything hit at him. He was hard to ace and
you couldn’t often get by him. When I was a boy, he
was a ranked player, fairly high on the ladder of the local
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tennis club. (2)

By the time I was born, he was a prominent,
controversial, daring, and, in fact, feared lawyer, Fearless
himself. Together with his partner, he ran the Ku Klux
Klan, then a real political power, completely out of
Kissimmee, Florida. And lived to enjoy the victory. Took
on the big railroads--the Atlantic Coast Line, the Florida
East Coast, the Seaboard, and the Southern--and beat
them again and again. Tried not one, but a number of
cases before the U.S. Supreme Court. Yet, at the same
time and always, gave hours and hours of time, without
stint, to those who were once called downtrodden.
Especially to Negroes who were more downtrodden than
most anyone else. When black people came to see him at
home, they came in by the front door and sat in the living
room like anybody else. And nobody said a word about
that or any of his other social eccentricities. Because
most of them, white and black, respected him and
depended on him. Those who did not respect him were
afraid of him. With good reason. Once in my presence
(for, by his practice, all the family were included in
anything that happened at our house) a deputation of
lawyers from the various railroads offered him a retainer,
much more money than he earned, in effect not to try
any more cases against them. He didn’t wait or consider
his reply, though he surprised all of us by being polite.
He thanked them for their flattering interest. He allowed
as how it was a generous and tempting proposition. (3)

“I would be almost a rich man,” he said. “But what
would I do for fun?” (4)

And, laughing, he more shooed them than showed
them out the door. (5)
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Naturally the thing I thought I needed and wanted
most of all was someone who could teach me hopping
and skipping and jumping. Someone who could teach me
how to run and how to throw a ball without the least hint
of awkwardness. That was, I suppose, my kind of
rebellion. (6)

The rest of Garrett’s essay explains what he learned from his two coaches about
writing--a bare summary of a rich, complex piece of writing. To begin my
discussion of Garrett I would first like to quote a few samples from other texts:
My parents are free and full people living inside a prison.
A fortress so deeply embedded that it is barely recognizable.

We would live off the earth, and nature. Living together to
survive. You never had it so good, was often heard in my
house, when things weren’t going as well as they should.
Especially when discussing such topics as unemployment.

My parents have always lived in a cold water railroad flat. Not

knowing when we would have heat and hot water.

My mother had four children. Only because she had no choice.
These are a few examples of writing errors from Mina Shaughnessy. Let me add
three examples of my own.

One who my grandfather always claimed owed him some

modest sum of money. Didn’t choose to repay it.

Went to the library instead. Or enjoyed the odd piece
and quiet of an almost empty barracks. Without temptation

and maybe without regret.

A trip to play another school. Where there might be a chance
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to get a candy bar and a Coke, a Grapette and a Moonpie,

at a bus stop or country store. A chance to see girls, maybe

even, with luck, to speak to one.
These three are, of course, sentences chosen at random from “My Two One-Eyed
Coaches.” What distinguishes them from the sentences Shaughnessy cites is the
writer. We know Garrett; we don’t know whose parents live so deeply
embedded in a fortress that it is hardly recognizable, though the anonymous
writer--the “basic” writer who doesn’t know the difference between speech and
writing (the context in which Shaughnessy introduces her discussion of
fragments, students who don’t have “an analytical grasp of the sentence”)--is
someone I would like to know. Unlike Shaughnessy, I consider the two
statements she quotes to be sentences, and in them I find much to admire. In
terms of the previous discussion, I note immediately the rhythm, the alliteration,
the ambiguity (where is the fortress embedded, in them, or they in it?), the sudden
twist, the antithesis, the irony of “free and full people” living in a fortress prison,
as well as the theme of identity and relationship, a theme not dissimilar to that of
Garrett, or to Mr. F and Ms. W. Here is a writer whose mind is awake, grappling
with large ideas, trying to convey the psychological complexities and ironies
many people feel today, not only the writer’s parents. We and the writer can
learn much from these fragments; they offer opportunities. We could say much
the same for the other samples she cites. In the third, we find the irony of never
having had it so good yet being unemployed. And irony again in the fourth.
Each writer needs the pause of speech to make the point, which translates in
written form as a fragment. We hear each writer struggling to be heard, to
communicate difficult, sometimes painful, experiences to others.

I quote these errors from Shaughnessy to indicate that Garrett’s style and that
of her basic writers is not so dissimilar; nor are the themes. However, I doubt that
she would accuse Garrett of lacking an analytic grasp of the sentence or of
confusing speech and writing. He is well aware of the conventions of oral
discourse; though I can’t make the same statement about Shaughnessy’s basic
writers (only because I don’t have enough of what they’ve written to be so
emphatic), I suspect that they knew better than she admitted the conventions
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they were exploiting.3

When I first read Garrett’s essay several years ago, his oral style bothered and
distracted me--his fragments, his disgressions, his lack of transitions. I found it
difficult to understand him, meaning that I didn’t know how to read him.4 I
have used this essay with several different writing classes, both basic and
introductory, and students respond initially as I first did. In particular, Garrett
shocks students because he uses incomplete sentences; he writes “wrong.”
They find him difficult to understand--too choppy is how they talk about
“Coaches”--until I ask them to read aloud his prose. Once they vocalize “As, for
example, you might come to swimming early and easily. Which, matter of fact, I
did...” they not only understand him they like him. And their appreciation for the
potential of prose increases.

Garrett’s fragments remind me, and students, of ads--in magazines, on
billboards, on TV and radio. And ads are supposed to sound oral. So we have a
circle--orality to print to orality to print. Within written discourse the melding of
writing and speaking isn’t so easily distinguished that we can say where one
begins and the other ends, a reason for reading with oral characteristics in mind
(we already read with “written” characteristics in mind), to bring us closer to a
wholistic approach toward language use. We are accustomed to seeing, hearing,
and speaking fragments: “Gotta go now”; “See ya”; “Later”; “Chill.”>

3 Mina P. Shaughnessy, Errors and Expectations: A Guide for the Teacher of Basic
Writing (New York: Oxford UP, 1977) 24-5. Shaughnessy interprets sympathetically and
humanely the errors she categorizes, but nevertheless she still reads student essays from the
perspective of error and remediation and disapproves of writing that is in any way oral, which
she views as a matter for correction. I am trying to approach the oral issue from a more
wholistic perspective. Nevertheless, because she was the first to try to interpret the writing of
students, 1 will continue to use her examples for comparison. By using some of her examples,
I am also therefore including students other than my own.

4 To avoid the circumlocutions necessary to distinguish between “he” or the
author’s name, the authorial persona, and “he” the real person, I intend to use he or the
name to refer to both. In addition, it is a characteristic of writing that blends the oral and the
written to collapse the distinctions between the real person and the authorial persona, in much
the same way the distinctions between the two language channels are collapsed.

5 It is interesting that when Tompkins shifts from traditional academic discourse to
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Someone asks us a question. We respond with a one- or two-word answer. We
shorten words naturally, creating new words: airplane to plane, helicopter to
copter, because to cause. Garrett appropriates this natural, spontaneous clipping
of speech for his essay, which talks about who he is and how he came to be a
writer, though he tells much more, as most storytellers do, in roundabout fashion.
He is recreating for us a culture that no longer exists except in his memory, and in
so doing trying to understand the culture in which he finds himself today.
Garrett’s fondness for fragments is only one of many characteristics of oral
discourse. Another is his use of clichés. Here are a few examples, also including
near-clichés (where he plays on our expectations for clichés): “matter of fact,”
thank you

" 6

“off the end of a dock into a deep lake,”6 “sinking or swimming,
very much,” “I swear,” “ways and means,” “more like it,” “allowed as how,”
“shooed them,” “I suppose.” Undoubtedly I’ve missed a few, as I will surely
discover while I continue my reading. Such clichés directly address us, his
audience. “I swear” and “I suppose” are about as conversational as anything
we might say to a friend we stop to talk with in the hall on our way to class. The
same with his question, “Could I forget a name like that?” He’s answering our
response, “C’mon. You made that up. Nobody’d name his kid that.”

Garrett’s use of the second person in his second sentence seems ambiguous.
It’s hard to decide whether he’s using that conversational “anyone,” or whether
he really means you, that is me, the one sitting in the easy chair with my shoes off
reading “My Two One-Eyed Coaches.” Because of the conditional, I assume
that he means a personal you, as he means a personal “1.” In the last sentence of
paragraph one he uses “you” again. Perhaps he is attempting to put us with him
as he grows up, as much as to say, “If you’d been around you might have earned
a quarter, too, just like me.” Or, reading conventionally, we might say he’s shifted
pronouns here, for he really means “I,” not “you.”

Garrett seldom uses “you,” because he has many other ways of speaking to

what she considers a feminist, personal approach, she uses fragments. See “Me and My
Shadow” in Gender, Kauffman 121-39.

6 Shaughnessy has a category of error she calls “blurred patterns,” and this comes
close. We want to read “off the deep end” to go along with “sinking or swimming.”
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his readers directly. Some of his clichés not only let us hear him speaking, but
they also provide examples of his metadiscourse, which includes phrases other
than clichés, statements like “I remember” (an invitation for us to remember our
childhood reading), “A few words here about...,” “now that I am forced to think
of it” (who is forcing him? us? the journal? himself?), “naturally,” “now.”
These, too, directly address us, for they tell us how to take him, allow us to hear
him voicing his thoughts. They also serve to keep us with him as he begins his
journey.

Where does he start? “My Two One-Eyed Coaches.” A sports story.
Because | like sports, I’'ll accept the invitation to read his essay. But his first
sentence confuses me. “I came to reading and writing more or less naturally.”

“Wait a minute,” I say mentally. “I planned to read about basketball or
football, not reading and writing.”

“Fine,” Garrett seems to respond. “How about swimming?”

We have begun a conversation, for swimming is a sport, and he mentions a coach.
But surely toddler Garrett wasn’t already on the swim team.

Notice how he moves from coaches, to reading and writing, to a brief
digression about the name of the man who threw him into a lake when he was
two. Is that really important? What happens if we delete it? For instance, what
if we scrapped everything from the end of the first sentence to the sentence that
begins “For reading we...”? The editorial change tightens the paragraph by
removing the digression, which also removes the transition problem between
“More to the point, could I invent that name?” and “For reading we....” But we
lose a sense of the person, his origins and memories. We therefore lose the
immediacy and presence that his digression provides.

The next digression comes in the section about his father, and occupies the
rest of the passage I have excerpted. Although Garrett does mention his father at
the end of paragraph one, he uses the brief reference to begin the section, with
“A few words about my father” as transition ( reminiscent of “and now a word
from our sponsor”). “But isn’t this essay about your coaches?” I want to ask
him. Without such metadiscursive moments as “a few words...,” I would wonder
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what was going on or when he was going to get on with the story. Anyone who
knows any southerners recognizes that he is getting on with the story; he can’t
tell about his coaches, whoever they are, without first giving the ins and outs of
family connections and who said what, which reminds him of the time...now that
he’s forced to think about it, that is. These rabbit trails confuse students, both
because they have never met anyone who tells stories in this way and because
they skip the metadiscourse; they assume it to be unimportant--mere padding.
Again, let me ask. What do we lose if we delete the passage about Garrett’s
father? Let me put it the other way round: What do we gain by keeping it? His
father and family are the touchstones of Garrett’s life. The essay would be
considerably altered without them.” Garrett returns to his ostensible subject
with the word “Naturally” in paragraph six--as if what he next introduces would
be natural.

Throughout the essay he uses metadiscourse and such oral discourse markers
as “well,” “so,” “at any rate,” “. . . Well, now, you are surely thinking” (another
direct address to me in my chair with my shoes off), “Shall I, may I, say a word or
two about...” “Do you see?” I don’t know whether he’s so much asking for my
understanding as my approval, hoping I’m still with him three pages from the end
when he asks that question.

Other readers who don’t like talky prose, or digressions, or repetition may not
be with him; Garrett is risking his audience, for he not only repeats words and
phrases but structural patterns, as in his fondness for parataxis. After students
read this essay, but before we begin to talk about it, we reread the first paragraph,
circling or underlining every encounter with the word “and.” 1 count thirteen,
nine coming toward the end of the paragraph, where he begins to talk about
books. “Books of all kinds in bookcases and piles and on tables everywhere in
the house. Everybody read and read. And so did I. I remember reading Kipling
and Stevenson and Dickens and Scott sooner than I was able to. And you could
earn...and everybody....” Compare this with another example from Shaughnessy
(these examples will be important to keep in mind as we also read Stanley Elkin):

7 1 could also ask, “Do we need such digressions?” But that brings me to ask
whether I need any of what Garrett has written, and so I am left with King Lear’s speech
about need.
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The paragraph says that children like to see other birds

sing and they want to know the names of the different

kind of birds and then they don’t hear or see the birds

and the father comes to the son and says that one of the

birds is a sparrow and the other one is a jay but the boy

wants to know which is the jay and which is the sparrow.
This writer uses “and” more often than Garrett, and isn’t clever enough to break
the sentence into several short ones, even fragments, starting with “and,” as
Garrett does. But when we read the two aloud the rhetorical effect is similar. It
creates a movement and an increasingly quick tempo that no other construction
can achieve. Garrett tells us in one big breath how quick and greedy he was
when he swallowed books, even “sooner than I was able to.” But we already
know this from his use of “and,” which propels us pellmell into the second
paragraph, where he puts on the brakes a little, though he still uses “and”
frequently.

Shaughnessy says that an overuse of “and” might be easy on the writer but
hard on the reader and so suggests the following revision of the student’s
paragraph: *“Children like to hear birds sing and to know the names of different
birds, but when a father starts teaching his son the names of birds, saying, ‘This is
a sparrow and the other one is a jay,” the son gets more interested in knowing the
difference between sparrows and jays than in seeing or hearing birds.” She adds
that the frequent use of “and” is characteristic of talk but not of analytic writing,
which we enliven by tone, gesture, pause but “tends to go flat...on the
page.”8 For my part, though the student might have used a few more of the
techniques Garrett uses, I prefer his sentence to hers. I feel the beat, I hear a
voice, even if a young one, but Shaughnessy’s revision dampens that voice and
changes the beat. What happens if we rewrite the passage from Garrett as
Shaughnessy did for her student?

My father was extravagent only in one respect--he
bought books, which he put on his library shelves

8 Shaughnessy, Errors 31-32.
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and stacked in piles on tables throughout our house.

Everyone in my family read, myself included, with

my particular favorites being Kipling, Stevenson,

Dickens, and Scott, all of whom I probably read

before I could really understand them. However,

my father paid me a quarter per book if it

qualified as hard, one he thought everybody

should read.
I have eliminated all but two “ands,” the fragments, and the repetition. I have
introduced subordinate clauses and made explicit in the final sentence what had
been only implicit (a reason why Garrett read what he couldn’t really
understand), though I am not sure I have made the right inference. Although I
have not removed the personal pronouns, I would argue that my version is
nevertheless much less personal, as it is less messy. It lacks the energy of the
original. No longer do I find myself stepping over books as I read; no longer do 1
see every nook and cranny of his family’s large, messy house filled with books or
people reading them. The joyful, intoxicating, and confusing confrontation with
another person in the form of words on a page is missing. In making it “better,” 1
have made it worse.

Garrett certainly uses “and” where he could easily, and more conventionally,
use a comma. Polysyndeton, the name of this rhetorical device, conveys, as one
rhetorician put it, “energy, emotion, headlong momentum.”® Exactly.
Shaughnessy’s novice was also trying to convey the energy, emotion, and
headlong momentum with which she had read the paragraph she was supposed
to comment on, as well, I suspect, as the headlong momentum she felt at having to
write something about it in a short time (Shaughnessy’s examples come from
placement tests). There’s more to the student’s use of “and,” just as there’s more
to Garrett’s, than meets the eye. Or ear.

Garrett’s preference throughout “Coaches” is the oral “and”--at the
beginning of sentences, in a series, in compound sentences, and in
compound-complex sentences. He reinforces the oral nature of his writing not

9 John Alford, “Common Rhetorical Devices” 1.
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only with concrete nouns and verbs (we find few abstractions, until near the end)
but also with repetition. Note how often he repeats the word “books” in the
passage I rewrote, or his repetition of the word “any” in the last sentence of the
first paragraph--“‘any one,” “any number,” “anybody,” which he then follows
with the parallel “everybody” (also another cliché--anybody and everybody).
Like Mr. F and Ms. W, Garrett frequently uses alliteration; it’s hard to find a
sentence without it. Read the first two sentences in the second paragraph:

7 6 R A Y I 66 77 6

“few,” “father,” for,” gift” or “my,” “many,” “more,” “means,” “me,”

7 66 7 6

“example,” “most.” He also uses “example,” “precluded,” “possibility.” And

7% 6 7 66

assonance in “here,” “reading,” “means,” “he,” “me.” What other reason

could he have for including the word “ever” in this sentence in the middle of the

(13

second paragraph than to repeat the “v” sound: “...not being ever an advocate
of euphemisms.” “Ever” also affects the rhythm, but it certainly doesn’t add
much to the sense. He follows that with a syntactic inversion: “Lame was more
like it , though [another cliché]; for he had a bad left leg and a limp left arm.”
Garrett’s oral style in this essay has several effects. First, it fuses the past and
the present. Although he is writing as an older man looking back, he sounds as
he might have when he served under his two coaches. Second, he wants to tell
us what he learned from these two men--and, incidentally, what he learned from
his father--but he doesn’t want to sound like a typical moralist, which might
easily have happened had he chosen a conventional, analytic approach. He’s
telling us some stories, some unlikely stories, about learning to think at the same
time he learned to box. He’s making connections where most of us would
assume there are none. Garrett reveals a particular cultural vision. He can’t do so
without giving us what informed his identity. Like Mr. F, he deals with his
identity through sports, but an even more masculine sport than baseball: boxing.
The incongruity is disturbing--that he could have learned the humanities through
a sport considered so brutal and inhumane, an incongruity he himself recognizes
at the end of the essay. Yet, similar to Ms. W, he also deals with his identity
through language: reading and writing. Third, his oral discourse demands our
involvement. We should be prepared to enter a conversation that appears to
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have been underway for some time.

Rather than introducing a topic, the first sentence responds to a question:
“And what made you decide to become a writer and teach literature?” To
answer it, Garrett must go back to the beginning, because it would have been too
startling for him to answer “My boxing coaches did it.” We need to hear this
unspoken, implicit question, as well as the other questions to which he responds,
for it ex plains in part his abrupt shifts and lack of conventional transitions. We
are reading his half of an interview, a transcription, a writing down, rather than
writing. He maintains this impression throughout his four-part essay by his use of
the oral discourse elements I have discussed, including one other, which we don’t
find in the opening paragraphs--the long, syntactically complicated utterance that
Halliday has found even more characteristic of speech than the fragment.

Significantly, such utterances come near the end of Garrett’s essay, where he
begins to accumulate what his experiences have meant, his ultimate answer to
that unstated opening question. I will end the discussion of Garrett with the
following example of this sort of oral utterance, which includes some of the other
aspects | have noted (use of “and,” repetition, alliteration). It serves as a warning
to his readers and as an oblique statement of his critical position as a teacher of
writing and literature. It also provides further understanding about Garrett’s
identity and the parallels between boxing, writing, and reading :

I even learned, through the habits of this kind of
professionalism [boxing] and the experience of

trying and testing myself and my habits against

others who also knew what they were doing, that
nobody else, except maybe a critic-coach like Joe
Brown who knew what was happening at all

levels of his being, could honestly judge and

evaluate your performance. I learned to recognize

that the audience, even the more or less knowledgeable
audience, never really knew what was going on.

Nor should they be expected to.
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Garrett’s warning is a good one to remember as we move to Stanley Elkin’s
essay, a member of The Best American Essays 1989, which Geoffrey Wolff
edited, his own introduction to the volume as good an example of writing as oral
discourse as are most of the essays he chose to include. Nine of the twenty
essayists, it is interesting to note, are also academicians. Yet the series editor,
Robert Atwan, claims that university English departments have not been kind to
the kind of writing included in the six volumes published so far (the series began
in 1986), though he credits Donald McQuade with “helping to change the ways
in which essays are read and taught.” McQuade is also attempting to bring
together the disciplines of linguistics, stylistics, and the teaching of
composition.10 To read “The Muses Are Heard” we need this multiple
perspective.

Elkin pushes the boundaries of writing as oral discourse even more than
Garrett does, and unless we are willing to wait for him to answer our questions,
“What’s going on here? Who is this guy anyway?”” we will stop reading almost
as soon as we start. If with Garrett we came into a conversation already in
progress, this is doubly so with Elkin. We haven’t so much walked in as
stumbled in, fallen in, or barged in, and it takes awhile to get our bearings. The
title gives us no clues, with the possible small exception of “heard”--a warning,
perhaps, to listen up. But then I remind myself about Garrett’s warning and
wonder how well I can decide what’s going on.

Because of the complexity of Elkin’s essay, I will provide a slightly longer

10 See Donald A. McQuade, ed., The Territory of Language: Linguistics, Stylistics,
and the Teaching of Composition (Carbondale: Southern Illinois UP, 1986). Carl H. Klaus,
“Essayists on the Essay,” in Chris Anderson, Literary Nonfiction: Theory, Criticism,
Pedagogy (Carbondale: Southern Illinois UP, 1987) 155-75, supports Atwan’s claim. Five
years ago when he decided to teach a graduate course on the essay, because he found that no
one had investigated “its boundaries, its terrain, its deep interior,” he collected comments
essayists themselves have made about what they do. He found that essayists speak against
systematized writing. Rather, they define their work as ideas thinking and looking at each
other--a conversation, then, not something that comes to conclusions. Klaus calls the essay

unchartered territory.
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excerpt, sections from throughout the essay, rather than just from the beginning
as I did with Garrett. But like “My Two One-Eyed Coaches,” it is important to
read Elkin’s entire essay aloud (included in the Appendix), for the excerpts I’ve
chosen give only the most truncated notion of the whole, particularly of the
structure. However, I’ve tried to provide examples of most of Elkin’s oral
techniques, as well as to give a sense of what “The Muses Are Heard” is about.
Even so, I will need to refer to sections of the essay I have not quoted here.

And Jesus, I’'m thinking at the time, this snob of
geography, this longitude-latitude fop, it can’t have been
but three weeks ago I was living in a villa on Lake Como,
taking the gelato, the customized pastas; servants were
cutting my meat. And tucking in, too, feasting on the
blood-oranges architecture folded into the terraced
hillsides organic as agriculture, the lake’s thin gray
porridge and lumpy Chinese mists. Well maybe, I’'m
thinking at the time, in spite of Missouri is my hometown,
distance is only a different time zone of the head.
Because I recognize nothing here, all jet-lagged out in the
van, two or so hours southwest of St. Louis on 1-44
deep--1 see by the recurring billboards that keep on
coming, popping up at us like an infinite loop of highway
in some redneck video game--in the walnut-bow! belt, in
roadside zoo land, cavern and cave country. Among
fireworks stands. Live bait mines. And there’s a sense,
God bite my high-hat tongue, of something so un-gun-
controlled out there we may have fallen, may my swank
wither and drop off, among a race of Minutemen. There’s
billboards for the Passion Play, for Silver Dollar City, for
rides on the Wet Willies. (1)

This ain’t any America of franchise and one size fits
all; this is a time warp. Some live-by-the-tourist, die-by-
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the-tourist figment of the imaginary bygones and
halcyons, of fiddles and corncobs and jugs. We are, I
mean, deep, real deep, in a hanger-on economy, in some
landscape of the novelties, and I ask Ross Winter, founder
and artistic director of the Mid America Dance Company
(MADCO), the man who leads our troupe of modern
dancers bound for Springfield, Missouri, where we’re
performing Friday and Saturday evening, what folks do
hereabouts when they’re not minding the bait stores and
walnut-bowl factories.... (2)

The dancers, 1 think, are used to me by now. (We go
back.) We are practically colleagues, these toned, flexible,
almost jointless young men and women in their twenties
and the crippled-up fifty-eight-year-old man who has to
negotiate the high step up into the van by means of a
high step up onto a milk case, a breathtaking piece of
choreography in its own right, let me tell you. They call
me by my first name, something which normally squeaks
against my blackboard like chalk--1 am, by ordinary, when
not playing la strada, a teacher--but which, here, in
these circumstances, oddly I do not mind at all, and even
find flattering, though I must say it’s a little difficult to
keep their names straight, wait for others to say them
first, only gradually constructing a private mnemonics....
&)

Hi-diddle-de-dee, the actor’s life for me! (12)

Only it isn’t the boards I want to trod, it’s the Road.
Having been born with this J. B. Priestly sense of good
companionship, some troupe notion of traveled kinship, a
true believer--my pop was a traveling salesman--in lobby
encounters, this vet of the shifting, shared geography, this



85

heart’s perpetual reunionist, you see, this sucker for
chums, this long-standing-enough guy on that pavement
in Paris who eventually runs into everyone he’s ever
known--this, this auld acquaintance. Because it ain’t
really friendship I’m talking about, it’s Miller time! And
even today I imagine all sports announcers, men covering
not only different teams but different games even, know
each other, and are always bumping into one another in
the best hotels in the different towns--though it’s always
Cincinnati--and going off together to the good
restaurants to catch up, to do the divvied shop talk of
their lives, speaking in a jargon so closed it’s almost
ethnic of the great patsies and fall guys--did you see
Broadway Danny Rose? like that--doing the anecdotal
schmooze and war stories, all high life’s tallest tales. (13)

Still, not like last time. Because we really do go back.
Well, a couple and a half years anyway.... (14)

And that’s one muse. The Muse of Myth, of How It
Was. There were hobos in the earth in those days, a race
of fry cooks, of broke-mouthed old fellows, closed-jaw,
and all wide, ear-to-ear, turned-in lip like Popeye the
Sailor. And you know what? If you permit me to get
ahead of myself, you know what? There still are. I saw
them.... (the end of 23)

The women are similarly deceptive. Except for Ellen
they’re all relatively short, yet on stage they appear tall.
In one of the dances Liz moves across the stage,
apparently without effort, with Paul on her back.
(What’s going on? Are you funny, are you in one of
the high-risk categories? No, of course not. Of course
not? Michael’s powerfully built, Paul’s the best
athlete, Liz plays horsey with him? Of course not?
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Well, it’s the fashions. The fashions. The way their
clothes fit, all right? Are you caught up yet? The way
their clothes fit, I tell you. My clothes never fit me like
that. You're fifty-eight years old. Don’t make excuses
for me, they never fit. Whiner, you’re in mourning for

a wardrobe? Yes, sure, why not? Only not for a
wardrobe, just that accident in the genetics that skewed
my architecture and made me silly in caps, jeans, in Jockey
and boxer shorts either, in all the extraordinary
accessories of the rakish, wind-blown young down to the
beaches in boats and scarves. The only equality is the
equality of sexual style, the Me Tarzan’s, You Jane’s, all
the level playing fields of dalliance. You bet your ass I'm
in a high-risk category, the highest. I’'m not cute! The
grass is always greener, eh? Always. All right, get on
with it.)... (26)

Ross didn’t say anything for a while. I know that’s
what they all say, that they don’t say anything for a
while. Or that they blanch, go white as the
unimpeachable testimony of Darla’s clown-white pain,
but that’s what happened. Maybe there’s a muse of the
autonomic physiologicals for bad news, or when you’ve
been let down, badly disappointed, some Muse of the
Involuntary Facials, and a muse working, too, when he
recovers, finally speaks. The Muse of At a Loss, Vamp ‘til
Ready....(89)

The irony muse which plucks my gig and leaves this
crippled-up old soul hi-diddle-de-deeless. Until, at least,
Life breathes on my life again, the all-embracing muse of
lark and unexpected compensations. (102)
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From the first sentence, Elkin drops us in the middle of something with no
introduction or orientation, other than the title; and he uses the passive voice,
which actually misleads us, for his essay is anything but objective and
depersonalized. Elkin is in a geography warp and a time warp--as well as a
cultural warp--themes that recur, but why or how or what he was doing in a villa
on Lake Como we don’t know, nor does he ever tell us. To find out, we must
wait three years (the essay originally appeared in 1988) for the publication of his
new novel, The MacGuffin, which The New York Times called “pleading for

the power of talk.”!! We learn that he spent five of the happiest weeks of his
life on Lake Como getting the novel going, thanks to the Rockefeller
Foundation. So it’s in that context, out of that situation, that he finds himself
jet-lagged in a van, hearing quite another crop of muses than the ones in Italy,
where Muses have been speaking for much longer than Missouri’s been a state.
It’s also from the context of The McGuffin--a book not yet written--that we
need to read “The Muses Are Heard.” The novel provides commentary for the
essay, or the other way round. Both “plead for the power of talk.” Both put the
issue of masculine identity (sexual potency, physical flexibility, and importance of
role in family and community) at the center. Duff, the main ch<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>