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Dedication

It isn't easy to write a dedication. We are the consequences of countless influences, of being touched by so many people in our lives that it is virtually impossible to do them justice. Then, of course, there is the question of whether or not our work can do them justice. Here goes. First, I dedicate this manuscript to my wife Cynthia, without whom none of this could have happened. I also have to thank Diana George, my teacher, mentor, and friend whose rigorous scholarship and gentle way inspired and guided me through my studies. Thank you, John Kuhn, Dick Carter, and Sister Emerita Joseph. You each lived the Tao in your own way. I am also grateful to my student, Dana, who planted the seed, and to a generous Peter Elbow, who gave it water. Finally, I dedicate this book to my loving parents, Anna and Leroy, whose kindness, generosity, and love are the most profound kind of inspiration.


Preface

Something has happened to me as I've experienced the writing of this book. The project began almost by chance, an interesting idea taken partly from a student paper called “The Tao of Tutoring” and a chalkboard demonstration for one of my writing classes.

I had always found the East fascinating and had been drawn to Taoist philosophy since my teen years. Events and influences accumulated in the ensuing years until that one day when, in an almost offhand way, I found myself writing “The Tao of Writing” across the top of the chalkboard. The idea took root and began to grow. I became so intrigued by the subject, the increasingly clear connections between writing and the Tao, that I kept at it, picking away, adding a little here and there, generally avoiding real work to play at my Tao piece whenever I could manage it. At first I approached it the way I would normally plan and work on most academic writing. I gathered my sources and began plugging things in that seemed to fit, being sure to cite the appropriate experts along the way. Then the whole thing began to shift away from the conventional and rigid form of scholarship to something more personal and, at the same time I think, more universal. I would even dare to say that I began to write in the Tao rather than writing about it.

First, I had to discover why I was writing a book about Taoism—and, in fact, why I was writing at all. I am no great Taoist scholar and, as one scholarly friend once told me, I'm not exactly an intellectual either. So how is it my place to write a book entitled The Tao of Writing?

My first instinct was to follow a familiar path, a scholarly format if not a highly intellectual one. But as I read what I wrote, I found I didn't like the parts that discussed composition theory and formal practice. It's what I knew intellectually, but it didn't feel right. What I liked best were the places where I spoke about writing by looking at other things, other parts of life. I found metaphors for the Tao of writing in my music and fiction and, ultimately, in art. My friend was right—I am not an intellectual. I tend to be more in tune with my feelings than with academic theories. I don't give exams in my writing classes, because I believe they have nothing to do with becoming a writer. And although I've spent many years reading current theories on writing and rhetoric, and I enjoy the conversation immensely, I see little use for most of it in a writing classroom. Writing is a combination of sensation, experience, and knowledge.

So, I needed to cut myself free of the restrictions I had imposed on this text. I stopped keeping count of the words I had written up to that point. I was no longer trying to write a book. I was, instead, just writing. I also decided to step away from composition technique and theory, at least as much as seemed reasonable, and to explore other areas that seemed more in tune with the Tao. To that end I picked up books on creativity and flow by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi and a strange little book called On Not Being Able to Paint, written by psychologist Marion Milner in 1957.1 found inspiration in one of my favorite books, A River Runs Through It, as well as in the writings of Ray Bradbury, the music of James Taylor, and in my long bicycle rides through the hills of rural Western New York. And I returned to a hobby that had been a passion when I was younger, painting viii and illustration. Over the years, as my painting has become more formal, more structured and bound in technique and form, it's also become boring. This writing, this experience has freed me to again paint and draw without worrying about being right. So, just as I've stopped struggling to get a line or color right, I've stopped counting words, and I'm not concerned that I have to cover the fine points of composition theory.

I'm also not so worried about whether this is a book that will appeal to my friends and colleagues who are or wish to be “intellectuals.” The other day I heard a discussion on the radio about J. R. R. Tolkien's Lord of the Rings trilogy. The popularity of the remarkable new film versions of the books had raised a lot of interest in the works, so NPR's Talk of the Nation had brought a group of well-known authors together to revisit Tolkien's fantasy world. A listener sent the panel a comment in which he called the work dull and intellectually uninteresting. When asked to respond to the criticism, one of the show's guests, author Ursula Le Guin, laughed and said, “I feel sorry for him.” Ray Bradbury, one of my favorite writers as I was growing up, writes about the day he stopped worrying about the critics. He was nine years old and had a passion for Buck Rogers comics. When his fourth-grade cronies chided him for reading such childish stuff, he went home and tore his comics to pieces. A month later, the young boy made his choice. He writes, “I went back to collecting Buck Rogers. My life has been happy ever since. For that was the beginning of my writing science fiction. Since then, I have never listened to anyone who criticized my taste in space travel, sideshows, or gorillas. When this occurs, I pack up my dinosaurs and leave the room” (Bradbury, 52). (Note: throughout this book, author names and page numbers in parentheses refer to the entries in the Bibliography starting on page 203.)

This book is not about academic theories and exercises, although they have their place in the writer's development and craft. This is about a love for writing and the realization that writing is as much of us as is speaking and walking. The wonderful thing about this manuscript is that I have, less and less, been writing it. It seems to have begun writing me and has given me more than insight into writing. I don't think I'm overstating it to say that this writing has carried me along and given me insight into myself.

The most familiar and quoted Taoist phrase may well be this: “The journey of a thousand miles starts with one step.” The writer's journey begins with a word and, like the river and the wind, flows on. This is the Way, the Tao of writing.


The Beginning

In 1983, my wife, Cynthia, my six-month-old son, Erik, and I journeyed to the People's Republic of China so that I could teach writing and so that we could learn more than we ever imagined we would. It was there in the dry, dusty, stiflingly hot or bitterly cold landscape of northwestern China that we discovered the strange contradictions of a changing Communist country and traditional culture—and a Taoist way of existing. We left with a love for the people and a lasting appreciation and wonder at their ability to endure these contradictions and, essentially, to go with the flow.

Just a few years later, I was working as a middle level administrator at a small University of Wisconsin campus. One day, Dick Carter, a supervisor at my work, lent me a copy of a book by John Heider called The Tao of Leadership. I was impressed and intrigued by a philosophy that seemed so different from conventional management approaches, one that didn't even seem to be management at all. I made an effort to adopt some of the book's Taoist ideas because they made sense to me.

Still, I didn't recognize the growing influence of this philosophy on me, and I did not consciously follow up on the concept of Taoism until recently, when I met a practitioner of the philosophy and became curious to know more about it. I was reminded of a former student's paper entitled “The Tao of Tutoring.” Dana, my student, had explored the interaction between a writing tutor and a student from a loosely Taoist perspective. In general, her paper showed how good student-centered tutoring practice is essentially Taoist in that the effective tutor will “follow the energy of the writer rather than try to divert it.” I liked the idea so well that it had stayed in the back of my mind for years.

As a result, these scattered influences began to form a unity that seemed to make sense, not only in philosophical terms, but in practical terms as well. Each of these influences, these brief encounters with Taoist ideas and people, shared much in common. The Chinese culture (though not the government or political system) was to me generous and based on community, a place where people could feel at ease and at peace, where life flowed along as the river flows. My old supervisor also taught me the joys of managing without controlling, of encouraging an atmosphere of community and generosity, of putting daily stresses into perspective. Then, young Dana showed me—or perhaps simply reminded me—that I could think about writing from this new perspective. It was all natural. Because I am a writer and a teacher of writing, and I spend a good deal of time thinking about writing and helping others to become writers, the connections between the Tao and writing started to become more and more apparent to me.

If everything is so natural, though, an essential question arises: “Why is writing so hard?” We look at the writing of great and not-so-great authors and we say, “I wish I could write like that.” It's a difficult comparison, and one that can't help our self-esteem. Then we take that insecurity to the next level and convince ourselves that we can't write like that because we are not good writers. Those few among us who think of themselves as competent users of the written word are not much more confident than the majority who simply say, “I can't write.” We too struggle for the right word, the right number of pages, and when we finally manage to get words onto paper (or into a computer file) we worry that they are not good enough.

Why is writing so hard? Why does it seem so much more difficult than just about everything else we do? After all, we manage to communicate pretty effectively in other aspects of our lives. We don't spend hours fretting over the word selection, grammar, and thesis when we're at the gym or in a restaurant with friends talking about last night's ball game, the latest CD by a favorite singer, current politics, work, love, family, and life in general. We just do it and it usually works pretty well.

I realize that writing does not have to be the painful experience we seem to believe it to be, and yet, like most people, I go through a cycle of doubt and second-guessing as I write. On the face of it, I have some good reasons for questioning my writing. We in higher education are up against tenure requirements that include a need to publish and write grants. Then, of course, I teach writing, so I should be a great writer, or at least pretty good. The problem is no less serious for most people. Writing a memo, a letter of love, a complaint, or a job application, or simply wanting to set down family stories for posterity—all these give rise to anxiety. Then, because we're worried about our writing (we've spent a good deal of time convincing ourselves that it's lousy) and what people will think, we put it off, struggle and suffer through it, and too often end up not writing at all.

So we worry. Is it even possible for writing to be anxiety-free? Probably not, but in many cases it can be relatively stress-free. Let's be realistic: writing, like the world, like the Tao itself, is created in the opposition of forces. The tension of writing is inevitable, but it also is a great creative force that can contribute to and, ultimately, give way to the flow of the Tao, to the joy that comes from writing.
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My Path to the Tao of Writing

Recently, a friend asked me why I'd bother to write another book about writing. He was right to be skeptical. My shelves are packed with books on writing essays, fiction, and creative nonfiction; writing for the arts/sciences/social sciences; and technical and professional writing. The problem is that most of these books, especially those designed for high school and college writing classes, give essentially the same advice and instruction. It tends to be good advice, but we have heard it over and over again. The problem is not that we don't get the right tips on how to write; we're buried in them. It's more that we have not learned to see the connections between the written word and the world in and around us. We tend not to recognize that the flow of Tao is inherent in how we see, how we interpret, and how we communicate that world. Paulo Freire, the great Brazilian literacy activist, had it right when he told us that the word is the world, and that we learn to read [and write] the word and the world as naturally as we learn to interact with the soil, the sky, and the animals.

The truth is I hadn't planned on writing a book at all. I was simply taken by an idea, which then took hold in my imagination and settled there. Once I began thinking about writing in Taoist terms I began to see clearly the relationship between “the way” described in the Tao Te Ching and the “ways of writing” described by the best writers and teachers of writing.

It is not my intention here to tie anyone to a specific set of rules to writing. It would be impractical and not very Taoist anyway. Even so, the Western approach to Eastern philosophy does not typically follow Eastern practice. We are, it seems, a stubbornly pragmatic people. William James, the philosopher and psychologist, once wrote that “pragmatism always asks, ‘What difference would it make in practice?’” (Simpkins, 2). Thus our approach to Buddhism, Taoism, and other esoteric Eastern philosophies tends to demand a usefulness in our lives that is particularly American, not Eastern, and often not so useful as we might think. We look to solve problems and to improve our way of life as we search for answers.

In that spirit, this book is intended to bring certain useful bits and pieces to writing and, more importantly, to becoming a writer. In addition, I confess that the Tao of writing seems to fit my personal philosophy of writing. It just feels like the best interpretation of the best writing advice I've ever gotten—or given. And so, I hope you find it as compelling and worthwhile as I have as we explore the Tao of writing.

Infinite Lines

The Way that can be experienced is not true;
The world that can be constructed is not true.
The Way manifests all that happens and may happen;
The world represents all that exists and may exist.
To experience without intention is to sense the world;
To experience with intention is to anticipate the world.
These two experiences are indistinguishable;
Their construction differs but their effect is the same.
Beyond the gate of experience flows the Way,
Which is ever greater and more subtle than the world.
(Tao Te Ching, verse 1)

Tao means “the Way,” and it reflects a particular interpretation of the ways in which the world and the universe work. Douglas Chung describes Taoism as “the cosmic, mysterious, and ultimate principle underlying form, substance, being, and change.” It describes a world of balance and flow. What this means to your work, and specifically to how you write, is that the Tao offers principles which can guide writers (and those of us who work with writers) as we compose and develop our writing voices. The Tao offers us the time and space in which to think and write. It gives us a river upon which our writing can flow and describes a framework that is not so much imposed upon us but which is already there in the ways we use language, in the landscape, in the very weave of the universe.

As I think about this, I keep going back to a vivid metaphor found in Carlos Castaneda's Journey to Ixtlan. For those unfamiliar with Castaneda's work, Journey is part of a series in which he chronicles his spiritual, perhaps even magical, adventures through Mexico and parts of the Southwestern United States. Castaneda describes a place between the physical and metaphysical where he can see the “lines of the world … Infinite numbers of lines” (Castaneda, 192) joining us to one another and everything else. It is a web of connections between the physical and metaphysical worlds. Castaneda's lines, like many of his experiences, may have been real, imagined, hallucinatory, or fictional, but they reflect the very real interconnectedness between our inner and outer spaces. Writing is much like the world Castaneda describes. Writing is not separate from the rest of existence. It is as much connected to our breathing and to the wind as it is to the book report Mrs. Peterson assigned in seventh grade. It is linked to the physical spaces in which we operate and to our inner worlds, our unconscious, the metaphysical, and the spiritual. Once we begin to understand this, to see the lines of the writing world and many other worlds as they link, interconnect, and interact, we can begin to write with a natural flow and joy. When we write in this way, joyfully in the current of the Tao, we become better writers. We become truthful writers.

How We Become Writers

This book is directed toward anyone who writes or wishes to write. As I am a writing teacher, though, I should talk for just a moment about the schooling that influences the different ways so many of us become writers.

Traditional writing instruction is the antithesis of the Taoist ideal. It is a painfully rigid, rule-bound system that has teachers and students imposing structure on ideas and forcing topics into structure. An extreme example might be the old practice of requiring students to write an outline then, holding strictly to that framework, to write an essay. This might work if good creative writing emerged whole-cloth from an author's mind, but it doesn't. In fact, writing is nearly always born in the act of writing. Other examples of this constrictive system include things such as teaching grammar—sentence structure, spelling, punctuation, and such—in the guise of writing instruction; focusing on the five-paragraph essay; and grading student work in any number of ways—quantitatively, qualitatively, holistically, or using the Ouija Board. All teachers of English and of writing do this in one way or another, so I'm in no better position than anybody else to accuse or blame. In fact, novice writers probably 6 do benefit from a range of teaching practices in the classroom, and we can certainly all become better writers through using a variety of approaches. No, my intention here is to explore a philosophy of writing that taps each writer's natural flow.

I knew from early on that there had to be better ways of teaching writing and, indeed, of writing. My desire to learn more about writing led me to the Ph.D. program in Rhetoric and Technical Communication at Michigan Technological University and, by virtue of my contact with Diana George, Cynthia Selfe, and others at that snowbound institution, to a broader understanding of what writing is and just how powerful it can be in life and culture. I learned how Paulo Freire saw that illiteracy prevented the Brazilian peasants from being heard, from having a voice in the politics, economy, and culture of their country. When he began his literacy circles in which indigenous peasants learned to read and write through pictures and music, through their own culture, his success so frightened the Brazilian oligarchy that he was exiled. Freire discovered that literacy and culture, when taken together, are a powerful, liberating force. They can free a people politically, and they can free each of us from the bonds that hold us so rigidly in place.

I was captivated by this vision of writing and reading as liberating and natural, and I wanted to find out more, to bring this brave new world into my own practices. My studies brought me through the movements and changes in the ways we approach text from classical rhetoric through the process movement and into postmodernism, that chaos and anti-chaos that so vexes graduate students. It was a complicated and, in a strange way, fun time in my life. A lot of what I was reading was what one of my students recently called “wacko intellectual stuff,” but the challenge and the innovative ideas got my blood pumping and my brain working overtime. The combination of graduate school, being a father and husband, and still trying to earn a living was the hardest work I've ever done, and at times I was exhausted, but I threw myself into the flow of the moment and let it carry me along. Ultimately, and just a little naively, I knew that I had found a new life and I began to imagine that I'd found a recipe for writing in the new age.

First, the approach must be liberating in the way Paulo Freire's practices empowered and liberated. Second, it had to be flexible, to fit all kinds of writers—urban, rural, suburban; black, white, Latin, Asian; poor or wealthy. Third, it had to be appealing, to blend pleasure with substance. Finally, it had to be effective.

Novice writers approach the writing task with misgivings about what it means to be a writer. To most of us, writing doesn't mean self-expression; it means following rules. Writing doesn't mean discovery; it means restating old news. It doesn't mean learning and developing a critical sense; it means keeping strictly to well-worn paths and making predictable choices. Finally, it doesn't mean writing for readers. Let's face it: for most of us, school has defined writing as responding to a dull topic with a dull essay. It's all about getting it done, handing it in, and getting a grade. No wonder so many Americans say they hate to write. They've come to believe that writing is a process of arranging chunks—awkward and heavy bricks of a sort—into rigid structures that match the templates in old writing textbooks. The result is that too many of us stumble and trip as we lug about these ponderous chunks of concrete.

By contrast, the Tao, and writing in the Tao, is about flow—the flow of rivers, time, the universe, the flow of words and ideas. As in Buddhism, the Taoist world is in constant influx: growing, changing, corrupting, dying, being reborn; growing, changing, corrupting, dying, being reborn—and then once more growing, changing, corrupting, dying, being reborn, and so on. Yet in this change is the unchanging flow, like a river, always new yet always old, always different yet always the same.

In these pages we will explore the flow of writing, the ways in which the straight-ahead nature of composition melds with the recurring elements of existence—birth, death, and renewal—to inspire and compel writers. Successful writers, those who write well, who experience the power and rhythm of writing, have understood this. Mark Twain, for example, wrote volumes, much of it good, but very little of it great. Yet that small part is profound, and the sum of it all makes for greatness.
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