A METHOD OF COMPOSING

Introduction: The Auditor and the Sheep Dog

To observe carefully, to think cogently, to write coherently, }
these are all forming activities.. If you consider the composing *
process as a continuum of forming, then you can take advantage *
of the fact that you are born a composer. The way you make §
sense of the world is the way you write: how you construe is §
how you construct. You can set about learning to write, confi-
dent that composition is not a matter of hammering together
words and phrases, sentences and paragraphs, according to stan-
dard patterns that somebody else tells you to superimpose. It's
a matter, rather, of learning how to use the forms of language
to discover the forms of thought and vice versa. By conceiving
of meanings not as things but as relationships, you can avoid
the futile question of which comes “first’—the chicken or the
egg dilemma—and explore instead the mutual dependence of
choosing _and limiting, identifying and differentiating, finding
and creating forms. You can discard the faulty notion that when
%’V (;*liltg(’)’mpose’ “you figure out what you want to say before you
bt w?:clz , a(c)cept, Instead, this more helpful slogan: Yo Garm
ks Fen ti!li ;Lfmean until you hear what you say. Like f‘; o
and means, whicho?mula suggests the mutual dependence of ©

:_ 18 at the heart of composition.
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parts as if you knew what tﬁe whol ; e: you }}ave to bundle the
have to figure out the whole in order twas bl e
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Dialectic is the term we will use thro pl;l)cess. i

name the mutual dependence of language .:r%d Otl;lt th;ls A
ways in which a word finds a thought and a thoigitt,aai ﬂ:ie
T}_1e most useful definition for our purposes comes fxrom IorA.
Richards who calls dialectic a continuing audit of meami;z T
e_T ust as a bookkeeper has to account for income and expenditugés
in order to balance credits and debits, an audit of meanings
would have to balance what one sentence seems to say against
what ot}.lers seem to say; how one way of saying something com-
pares Wlth_ another; what one word seems to refer to in a certain
cont.ext with what it seems to refer to in another. Of course,
audit also has to do with listening. In composing, you have to
!oe your own auditor in both senses: you have to listen in on the
inner dialogue, which is thinking, and you have to be able to
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Learning to write means learning to listen in on the inner
dialogue. When you are really listening to a lecture or a discus-
sion, you feel involved; you are recreating the discourse—what’s
being said—in your head. When you are really listening, you are
silently thinking. You can listen in on your own thoughts when
you are the “lecturer” and the discussant. Learning to write is a
way of making that inner dialogue make sense to others.

The method of composing that is set down in this book is
dialectical. The words dialogue and dialectic are cognate, which
means “born together.” Each names a linguistic activity or proc
ess in which a “twoness” is made one. The following four sec-
tions are intended to help you develop a dialectical method for
making the inner dialogue make sense to others. It .allows Y?;l
to take_a_dvantage of the fact that every operation 1nvolveccl,t;I :
Zimpgglt}on‘“naming, opposing, defining—involves al'l th‘; il

8. A dialectical method of composing helps you avoid m
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hard and fast decisions ahead of time. As Melville remarked,
Ses 1n which a careful disorderliness is
sing by our method is not like plodding
_ . he next with a mule, and it certainly is
not like a tractor tearing along making beautiful, entirely regu-
!ar I?atterns. Our method works like s Scottish sheep dog bring-
Ing in the sheep: she races back and forth, driving the flock in
one direction signaled by the shepherd, but acting in response to
the developing occasions, nudging here, circling there; rushing
back to round up a stray, dashing ahead to eut off an advance
in the wrong direction. When you compose, you are the shepherd
and the sheep dog and it’s up to you to decide whether you want
the sheep in fold, fank, or field and to know how to get them
there.

Assisted invitations to try out the method of composing
set forth in the following three sections are indicated as before
by the sign: Q»

Sometimes you are invited to write on 2 particular topic in
a particular way, to compose within narrow limits; in other
instances, you are invited to discuss certain conventions or to
consider one point or another, with no particular writing sug-
gested. But that doesn’t mean that you therefore do no writing:
developing your own topics is part of your job as a writer and
you will have opportunities to practice that skill. When the dis-
cussions are carried on in class, it’s a good idea to save time
for everybody, including the instructor, to write. After a 15-
minute discussion—or argument—there is generally plenty to
write about, to write with and from.

All the assisted invitations are meant to help you bridge
from theory—the what and why—to practice—the how. The
exercises offer you a chance to practice on a small scale, but the
whole point of a method is that it should help you in real writing.
My assumption is that you will be working on papers assigned
in other courses while you are studying this book; my hope is
that you will make this method of composing your own, adapting
it to your needs, putting it to use in writing those papers.

You can use your journal of observations when you respond
to the assisted invitations. It will help you be your own audi-
ence—critic if you save the left-hand side of the open double page
for notes, quotations, drawings, and what we will be calling
chaos and oppositions. Use the right-hand side for composing
sentences and paragraphs. Or viee versa: it doesn’t matter, so
long as you use the facing pages as a way of representing the
dialogue/dialectic of the composing process.




