On Writing


What is a writer and what does it mean to write well?  According to Virginia Woolf, “A writer is a person who sits at a desk and keeps his eye fixed, as intently as he can, upon a certain object”(Woolf, 105).  Thank you for clearing that up for us Virginia, but there must be something more.  I intend to use the reading we have done on the topic of writing as a basis for discussing the idea of writing well and what it might take to impart this wisdom to others.     

The “goodness” of writing is, above all things, arbitrary.  One could name a hundred different authors, writing in a hundred different genres and styles, and define each and every one of them as good.  They are not good at the same thing, nor do they need to share any of the same methods, ideas, or backgrounds.  Yet, they can each produce writing that as equally spectacular as any other.  The general impulse is to question those who produce great writing what makes great writers, much as one might ask a plumber what makes the toilet run: “In the early 1960s, an interviewer was trying to get Ernest Hemmingway to identify the characteristics required for a person to be a ‘great writer.’  As the interviewer offered a list of various possibilities, Hemmingway disparaged each in sequence.  Finally, frustrated, the interviewer asked, “Isn’t there any one essential ingredient that you can identify?’  Hemmingway replied, ‘Yes, there is.  In order to be a great writer a person must have a built-in, shock proof crap detector”(Postman & Weingartner, 2-3).  

Virginia Woolf is someone to whom I will refer often, not only because I think she was incredibly talented, but also because she has provided us with in depth analyses of both her own writing and of writing in general.  I must note that while spell-check does recognize Oprah it does not recognize Woolf, but that is another paper for another time.  Woolf, of course, spent time questioning what produces great writers: “And why should a family, like the Shelleys, like the Keatses, like the Brontës, suddenly burst into flame and bring to birth Shelley, Keats, and the Brontës?  What are the conditions that bring about that explosion?  There is no answer—naturally.  Since we have not yet discovered the germ of influenza, how should we yet have discovered the germ of genius?”(Woolf, 105).  Indeed, we do not know what causes genius, nor do we know how writers like those mentioned by Woolf, or like Woolf herself, come in to being.  How, then, can we provide students with the tools to be good writers when good writing is something so arbitrary and illusive?  The fundamental goal, I think, is to teach our students to communicate effectively.  If we teach them to have confidence in what they write and give them the tools to write to a variety of audiences in a variety of styles, effective communication will come naturally.

Whether we like it or not, one cannot survive in our culture without the ability to communicate effectively.  And one cannot communicate effectively if they cannot write with at least a certain level of clarity and skill.  Writing Your Way To a Higher GPA, a cheesy book I took out of the library in hopes of learning something I did not already know, quotes various professors in an attempt to get their point across.  One such professor stresses the necessity of writing skills, even in professions where they may not seem important: “‘I observed a strong correlation between writing skills and success.  Technical knowledge matters for a first job, but promotions seem to be tied to written communication skills.  I saw engineers canned because they couldn’t write.  MBAs had the least clear writing because they are too [verbose] and used too much meaningless jargon’”(qtd. in Hansen and Hansen, XIV).  It is assumed in our culture that students will acquire these skills in the school setting, and this assumption is founded: indeed, they should.  Unfortunately, much teaching has tended to focus on stodgy grammar rules rather than the actual production of ‘good’ writing or the actual ability to communicate effectively.  

          

Many teachers tend to go over board on grammar and spelling detection, focusing more on stupid mistakes and quirky grammatical mishaps or pet peeves and less on content and genuine writing ability.  In example, “some professors, including our friend the history professor, allow no passive verbs in their papers and automatically deduct points for the use of the passive voice”(Hansen and Hansen, 139).  A professor teaching a college-level course I took in high school was a believer in e-prime.  I was taught by him for a month, during which he never explained that e-prime was an elimination of the passive voice, nor did he give a run down of the definition of the passive voice.  Rather, he gave us a list of the forms of “to be,” instructed us on how to use the “find” function on the computer (thus we could search for and remove each of the forms before handing our paper in), and informed us that half a point would be deducted from our grade for each “to be” found in our final product.  I more often than not found myself leaving sentences verb-less in hopes that Dr. Z would, as was often the case, miss this fact in his quest for “to be,” and not deduct from my grade as no “be” was present.  Dr. Z was, even five years later, one of the most fascist men I have ever come in contact with.  “To be” is not evil.  Does Shakespeare not utilize this very phrase, in its pure form, not once, but twice, in Hamlet’s most famous speech?  


Like anything else, the passive voice has its place.  If we all wrote exactly by the book, in the conventional manner we were taught from grade school, the world would be full of extraordinarily dull books, essays, columns, articles, stories, letters, etc.  Writing is an expression of the self and, just as each person is unique, each style of writing should be unique.  While learning about verbs, tenses, gerunds, infinitives, conjunctions, clauses, colons, and commas, we are never told that “grammar is a tool for making meaning and not an end in itself”(Dunn & Lindblom, 43).  Nearly every great author deviates from the grammatical standards set forth in school.  These standards are considered, according to Patrick Hartwell, summarized by Mark Lester, and quoted in Christenbury, “Grammar 3: Usage.  What people mean when they say that someone doesn’t use very good grammar”(Christenbury, 197).  Christenbury warns us, “don’t be confused, then, when people talk about grammar and its importance in your classroom: they are probably referring to usage rules and to the usage texts themselves”(197).  

John Dos Passos’s Manhattan Transfer is, in my consideration, one of the most thoroughly phenomenal works of art of the twentieth century.  I mention Dos Passos because, in all 400 hundred pages nowhere does Dos Passos conform to grammatical or structural standards.  Tenses and point of view undulate, and at times the grammar is downright atrocious: “’I ain’t got a taste for it, Elmer.  I’ll take a chocolate soda.’ [. . .] ‘that’ll juss make you sick, but go ahead if you wanter’”(Dos Passos, 331).  Dos Passos does not revert to ‘common’ language out of ignorance; on the contrary he was Harvard educated and his use of this language serves his purpose.  The characters speaking in this scene would have spoken exactly as their lines are written and Dos Passos knew to ignore the rules of usage to create his characters and tell his story.


Do students need to go to Harvard before they have the authority to break the rules?  Not according to Schuster.  Schuster presents the idea that we can, and should, all break the rules.  He believes that language is naturally acquired and that “children should be treated as the born-free persons they naturally are”(Schuster, 18).  He also posits that we all instinctively know the ‘rules’ of grammar and will naturally learn to speak the language of our surroundings.  This, of course, results in many different dialects and slang, and unfortunately “those who are sensitive to the verbally built in biases of their ‘natural’ environment seem ‘subversive’ to those who are not”(Postman & Weingartner, 5).

Influential cultural theorist Raymond Williams expands on this idea of subversiveness.  As a general rule, we tend to mass the unknown, to see it as inferior and not worth acknowledging, “Masses became a new word for mob: the others, the unknown, the unwashed, the crowd beyond one”(Williams, 11).  It is the upper classes, what Williams refers to as the teashop, that partake in this and we, as a society, need to defy it: “If the people in the teashop go on insisting that culture is their trivial differences of behaviour, their trivial variations of speech habit, we cannot stop them, but we can ignore them.  They are not that important to take culture from where it belongs”(Williams, 5).  
Different cultures develop different patterns of speech and grammar for a reason, and no culture’s usage is inferior to any other: “I don’t believe that the ordinary people in fact resemble the normal description of the masses, low and trivial in taste and habit.  I put it another way: there are in fact no masses, but only ways of seeing people as masses.  With the coming of industrialism, much of the old social organization broke down and it became a matter of difficult personal experience that we were constantly seeing people we did not know and it was tempting to mass them, as ‘the others’, in our minds”(Williams, 11).  African American Vernacular English is just as rules-based as “standard” English, yet those who speak it are generally dismissed as stupid, when in actuality they are very much not so.

Unfortunately, the limitations of our society require us to conform, or at least know how to conform, to the boundaries of mainstream English.  My good friend Amanda grew up on Canada’s east coast, somewhere north of Maine.  A physical therapist and one of the most intelligent people I know, Amanda recently made a confession.  For the first 18 years of her life, until she left New Brunswick for Montreal, she had believed that the words nowhere and anywhere ended in s.  As in nowheres and anywheres.  I realized that I had heard her say them like that on occasion, but that was just how she talked, similar to how I put r’s at the end of everything.  Apparently it was also how here parents talked, her peers, her teachers, the minister at her church, the anchors on the local news, and just about everyone else she had ever come in contact with, talked.  It had never occurred to me that Amanda, the girl who stayed up countless nights to discuss Foucault and watch obscure documentaries with me, had truly believed that these words were spelled like that.  The more I thought about it, the more I realized: who cares?  Obviously someone must care as Amanda adapted her speech and her writing and knows full well that no job or school would accept her with nowheres or anywheres written on her application, yet her parents and friends would most likely be insulted if she came home and spoke ‘correctly’.  . 

  
We want our students to be able to communicate effectively, but what do we take effectively to mean?  To express one’s self in one’s own way as dictated by one’s own culture, or to express one’s self in a way that will allow for and promote social mobility?  I move that we push for both.  Dunn and Lindblom bring up the notion of code-switching: “when students see that teachers (and the society teachers represent) respect students’ home language (see it as just as rule-bound and systematic as ‘Standard English’), they can then view themselves as code-switching, sophisticated users of two languages, not as ‘bad speakers’”(47).  Having gone to school in a French city I have seen code switching in possibly its purest form.  Lectures and all classroom discussion was entirely English, but students were permitted to submit papers and write exams in either French or English.  The city revolved around both languages and I had friends who could speak perfect French at home and slightly accented English at school or, more extreme, could turn to their left in a lecture hall and have a pre-class chat in French and a second later turn to their right and join a discussion in English.  Many remarked that they could not imagine having only one language as there were some things that they could never express in English but could say easily in French or visa versa.  As Dunn and Lindblom propose, “student writing should be respected for the language use they have at the same time as they learn the tools for another language to use in other rhetorical situations”(47).  I hold that this is a very real possibility, albeit one that is a bit more of a challenge for teachers than simply teaching the textbook rules of grammar.


Writers learn from experience.  By pinpointing what makes “good” writing “good” can lead to what makes “bad” writing “bad.”  For example, if a student can only acknowledge that they enjoy a particular writer’s mixture of run on sentences and fragments if they know how to distinguish between a run on and a fragment.  From this knowledge they can determine what exactly makes these methods work for a particular author and as a result perhaps make it work for them.  Thus, much writing ability relies on reading.  I, for one, believe that as humans we should have continuous significant and positive reading experiences from birth to death.  The literary canon is there for us to read it, as are the novels on the shelves at the drug store.  Once again, Woolf puts it best: “Nor let us shy away from the kings because we are commoners.  This is a fatal crime in the eyes of Aeschylus, Shakespeare, Virgil, and Dante, who, if they could speak—and after all they can—would say, ‘Don’t leave me to be wigged and gowned.  Read me, read me for yourselves.’  They do not mind if we get our accents wrong, or have to read with a crib in front of us”(Woolf, 125).  Who cares if you can’t pronounce Shakespeare properly?  Read Dante if only to get a sense of the words, the way things are strung together, to give yourself a basis for comparison.

The emphasis in teaching writing should be on just that, teaching writing.  That does not mean teaching perfect grammar.  We must provide our students with the tools to communicate effectively and, more importantly, the desire to read and above all to write.  They must learn to enjoy what they are writing, to critique it, to share it with others.  None of these things can be garnered from a text book, they must be learned through experience and it is the duty of the English teacher to provide these experiences.
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