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The best teacher, he said, "does most for his students not by speculating about what 
shape and disposition their minds ought to have, but by simply pressing upon them the 
solid substance and the multitudinous precisions of their own particular intellectual 
disciplines" (Trilling, 1979b). 

There is in this ideal the appearance at least of some moral diffidence, and surpri
singly so given Trilling's strong claims for the moral force of literature. As is plain in the 
closing portrait in Traditions of Inquiry, Robert Lyons' essay on Mina Shaughnessy 
(1927-79), the most influential of today's teachers and scholars think of their subjects as 
moral activities because they are as meaningful and demanding as any other form of 
experience. Students - especially Shaughnessy's and likely even those with fewer 
obstacles to overcome - will change and grow in school, and writing can be taught in 
ways that fortify both without converting instruction to therapy. For these reasons she 
never doubted the possibility of showing that English and composition instruction were 
a unified vocation, awaiting greater efforts to help today's teachers to "learn to want to 
do the work that waits to be done" (Shaughnessy, 1980). Traditions of Inquiry itself 
displays the sources of such ambitions and where neglected historical resources for 
realizing them may be found. 
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As a teacher of English or of composition, how do you encourage students to want to 

write? 
At my high school and college one method was to give students the classics to read

Shakespeare, Dickens, Orwell, etc.-literary models that suggested the highest stan
dards for imitation. The only problem with this approach was that it didn't work. My 
reaction (and that of many students) to such "models" was to freeze up from intimida
tion and to proceed with my writing self-consciously and awkwardly. The combination 
of the classics and a few stern teacherly comments (always in red ink) on my papers was 

almost enough to make me give up writing forever. 
I would like to recommend Thomas Mallon's A Book of One's Own: People and 

Their Diaries to the people who taught me high school and college writing. I would like 
to recommend it as an auxiliary text for any composition classroom, especially 
freshman or lower division composition. Though not a writing text per se, this book 
does what many writing textbooks fail to do-direct students to writings that will make 

them want to write. 
A Book of One's Own is a vastly entertaining book about diarists and diaries-a 

compendium of reviews, by Mallon, of hundreds of diaries written and printed over the 
past 400 years. It tells how ordinary, and therefore, interesting, people have used words 
instead of being used by words. Mallon divides the book into seven chapters: "Chroni
clers;' "Travelers;' "Pilgrims;' "Creators;' "Apologists," "Confessors;' and "Prisoners:' 
As the chapter headings suggest, the persons described in these pages have used their 
writing for an almost unlimited variety of purposes: to chronicle their daily activity; to 
keep records of journeys (outer and inner); to jot down notes or make sketches for 
creative projects; to explain or justify themselves or their beliefs; to unburden them
selves emotionally-or (as Alice James put it) to "lose a little of the sense of loneliness 
and desolation"; to confront the stresses of imprisonment-physical, mental, social or 
political. Through such examples, A Book of One's Own illustrates-as few standard 
writing texts can-that writing is a tool, a way of thinking, and a means towards 
accomplishing something else (rather than always simply an end in itself). This is a 
message that student writers-especially beginning ones geared to thinking of "writing" 
only in terms of polished sentences, perfect grammar, and model punctuation-need to 
hear. The book also suggests that writing is not simply the exclusive domain of literary 
giants but a democratic pursuit, available and potentially useful to anyone. While the 
famous-Leonardo da Vinci, Pepys, Boswell, Sand, Gauguin, Kafka, Nin, Woolf -
appear in Mallon's pages, they are outnumbered by lesser known (but not necessarily 
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less interesting) people: Amelia Stewart Knight, George Templeton Strong, Ellen 
Weeton, Bruce Cummings (a.k.a. Barbellion), Eve Wilson, Laurel Lee, Chaim Kaplan, 
etc. 

Amid all this variety, students can find diarists that particularly interest them; and 
then turn from Mallon to the diaries. A solid nine-page bibliography (well-thumbed in 
my copy) provides all the information one needs to read more about the diarists in their 
own words. 

The classics-induced "deep freeze" on student writing need not be a problem. Mal
Ion's book suggests some of the rich variety of uses to which writing can be put, and 
does so in an enticing fashion. As a bonus, one can find good philosophical insights on 
writing in Mallon and in his diarists. Here, for instance, is William Soutar's entry for 
August 23, 1933: 

The cry of the writer to-day ought to be: "How can I achieve simplici-
ty?" .... The world is now at every door-and, even if we admit that the needs of the 
human spirit are constant-the complexity of modern sensation tempts the writer to be 
complex; and to assume that "difficult" writing is axiomatic with profundity. But may 
we not learn from nature ... that simplicity of structure is the secret of survival (and by 
simplicity is not meant bareness-but directness, clean-cutness, harmoniousness; the 
smooth action of a bone in its socket, which is not without much subtle adaptation). Lei 
us seek to make thought and impression fit thus-so that a poem may be as communi
cative as a gesture. 
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BOOK REVIEW 
Writing in the Liberal Arts Tradition: A Rhetoric with Readings 
James L. Kinneavy, William J. McCleary, and Neil Nakadate. New York: 
Harper & Row, Publishers, 1985. 

by 
Nancy MacKenzie 

The authors of Writing in the Liberal Arts Tradition claim their book is "significantly 
different from any textbook for writing [that instructors and students) have used 
before." The claim is justified. 

Noteworthy features of this writing text include a focus on training the well-rounded 
writer, with a holistic overview of the interrelationship between perceptive reading and 
effective writing, including methods of prereading through guided analysis, as well as 
exercises in prewriting. There is guidance in combining both the product and process 
approaches, with an emphasis on the creativity in language appropriate to all writing, 
including but not limited to poems and stories. 

The text organization moves from less difficult to more complex, and includes 
sequenced assignments. The authors are concerned with teaching the thinking skills 
which underlie all writing, and incorporate a variety in type as well as length and 
complexity of exercises and readings. There are also numerous helpful charts and 
diagrams and an attractive two-color format-black with red headings .. 

Writing in the Liberal Arts Tradition provides examples and exercises in a range of 
Writing tasks, from research to stories and poems. In fact, chapter 7 ( 25 pages) is 
devoted to discussion of literary discourse, with sample stories and poems to 
better enable students to understand and incorporate logic, organization, and style 
in what is traditionally referred to as "imaginative writing." This text emphasizes, 
however, that reports, narratives, and evaluations also call for creative and imagi
native use of language. 

As the authors point out, the arrangement of the book calls for a sequential course 
arrangement-whether a single quarter, semester or more. However, instructor prefer
ence, course requirements, and student needs can determine the sequence most appro
priate. 

The book is divided into two parts, both reflecting Kinneavy's definition of the aims 
and modes of discourse as he developed them in Theories of Discourse. The six aims of 
writing are identified as expressing oneself, persuading, informing, explaining and 
proving, exploring, and writing poems and stories (chapters 2 through 7). Kinneavy's 
four modes of discourse are description, narration, defining and dividing, and evalua
tion (chapters 9 through 12). 

The familiar reader-writer-subject triangle provides the basic coherence for all these 
separate issues and strategies. The inside cover handily illustrates how each of the six 
aims and four modes is organized around a writer, reader, and subject-matter issue. For 




