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ABSTRACT

A study analyzed how freshman composition students
handled an assiynment that forced them to perform an act of
sophisticated literacy which was a variation between spontaneity
(present) and repetition (past) with a focus on how novic: writers
borrow language, whether through quotation or misquotation. The
assignment involved two masterpieces of American rhetoric; Nicholas
Street's "The American States Acting Over the Part of the Children of
Israel in the Hilderness and Thereby Impeding Their Entrance into
Caraan's Rest,"™ written in 1777, and Henry Hard Beecher's "The Battle
Sat in Array,"™ written in 1861, just days after the bombing o¥ Fort
Sumter. Rhetorically these two examples of words that worked, are
carried out by the preachers!' use of the Exodus theme of the 0ld
Testament. The preachers succeeded in their task through an artful
mixing of Biblical language with the language of their times.
Subjects, freshman composition students, were asked to do a number of
writings based on these two sermons. Their main assignment was to
write a paper detailing and evaluating how nne of these two preachers
drew analogies back to the Exodus theme and the likely success such
an analogy would have in impelling congregants to political action.
Results showed that students tended to use half-borrowings of words,
overuse quotations and quotation marks, and waver in point of view.
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U1 Introduction

A sophisticated literacv requires bhe abality to take part
freelv 1n discussions that have already begun. It requires an
ability not only to have and 1o write original i1deas but also to
borrow and to write the ideas of others. Language activitv 1s "&
variation belween spontaneily (present) and repetit:on (past)"

(Recker 213)

This talk oresents an analvsis of how  freshman compos: Lion
students handle an assianment that forces them te perform ust

such arn an act of l3ieracy.

|

|

|

|

|

|

The assianment i1nvolves twoe maslerpisces of American Rhetoric. ‘
The first, written irn 1777 and preached 1n East Haven .

Lonnecticut  was Micholas Street’'s "The Americar States Actinag

Over the Part of the Children of Israel i1n the Wilderness and

Thereby Impedinag Their Entrance Into Canaan’'s Rest.”

The second. written is 1861, 1ust davs after the bombing of

Fort Sumter and preached al Flvmouth Church., Broohlvh was Henry
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Ward Beecher ‘s "The batvie Set 1n Arrav.

Both sermons are no mealv and mouthed realvmouth retlections on
the natwe of some abstract divinity., but practical and uraent

1mplorinas to (redemption throuagh) war. Words that are meant to

Birte i1nto the audience, and draw drops. and then make those
listeners hunarv tor what Heecher would call "war redder than
blood."

The two pireces are examples of words that worked.

Rhetoricallv this feat is carried out bv the preachers’ use of
the Exodus theme of the 0ld lestament. WNicholar Street and Henry
Ward PReecher equate their own historical situation with the
siluation surrounding the [sraelite’'s excdus from Eaypt., "their
sufferings and oppression  under the tvrant Fharaoh. their
remarkable deliverance by the hand of Moses out of the state of
bondage and oppression., and their trials and muwrmuwrinos 1n the

wildernes.” (Btreel &7)

The preachers succeeded in their tash throuagh an artful m1ixing
or biblical language with the language of their present times,
and ithrough that mixing their conagregants came to a re-vision of
the past and of their present. and of how the two reallv did fit

auite well toyether.

As one student put 1tl. apparently rediscovering and

exemplifving Socrates’ point 1n Flato s Meno that bnowledge and
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riahiil Al L3 on? cLmeas f-om  memorv and

recollecztion:1
"The audience that Eeecher was speakinag to seemed to
already have bknowledae of what he was spealing on.
Even if they didn’'t. Beecher sent across the teelinag of
knowl edaoe where as. even 1f there was no Fknowledge 1n
the audience 1n Lhe end thev would understand exactlv,
the point he was trvinag to get across."

The mixina of lanaguage of biblical and contemporary voice

helped Beecher get his point across.

Students., t+reshman composition students, were asled to da a
number of writings based on these two sermons. Their main
assigment was to write a paper detailing and evaluating how one
of these two preachers drew analogies back to the Exadus theme

and the lihkely success such an anelogy would have 1n 1mpelling

congrregants to political action.

To meke sense of Lheir assianments, students., much like 1ine
original preachers, end up using language and 1deas from quite

dietinct periods: Biblical times. Revoluticnary War times. Civil

War times. and their own time.

What [ em interested 1n and what 1 want teo consider further are
the strategies of languaae management used bv  students in
navigating between the language of these aquite differeni

discourse communit)es,.

1. Plato. Meng 81
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nence, I am inlerested in strateqies. unconscious or CONsCclous.,

of borrowing, of 1mtation. and so also. of originality.

A matwre writing and critical thinhing empowers 1ts userrs Alth
the abilitv Lo carry out sophisticated discussions, nat merely
with others whao are comfortably ciosebv 1n time and languace. but
also with those far separated from wus by time and bv languaae.
Though 1t may seem peculiar or even perverse to characterize
matters this wav, writing 1s very much a conversation with those

long distant or Jonag dead.

What though 1e the proper etigquette for such conversations™
That is part of what a characterization of borroewina and of

unconecious i1mitati on must get at.

I am a it unsure whether this panel 1s considering i1mitation
as 4 Ccounsclious of unconsclous warling, but perhaps one way to
look at mv comments today 1s to think of these student writings
as  well-intentioned borrowing and not worrv 1mitially  whether
such  well intetioned borrowing evidences malicious or beniagn

imitation.

What ['m interested 1n 1s the wav that novices borrow lanauaage.
whether through guotation or misguotation. And  what do make
mstakes., what we mioht aenerousiy call their "slips of the
guote" — what do these slips show us. Mot only npormatively as
symptomatic of student illness and verbal delinguency, but also

show us 1n a descriptive and explanalory frameworlk about the

e




structuire of the writien landuage we use.

Let me exhibit three sorts of phenomena common among  novice
writers: 1) free borrowing of lanquage outside of auotational
contexts. ) hvpercorrective uses of aguotation marks, and )
waverings in point of view., While all three could be viewed in &
prescriptive frameworl as errors., thev can also be viewed as
attempts on the part of the students to tale part in discourse
communities of which thev are not vet a part: in this case. the

far distant communities of the Civil War. Revolutionarv War and

Eiblical periods.

First. we see free borrowing of language outside of guotation

contexts.

(1) Btreet states that there are many things that try us toc see

if we are of a public Spirit.

(2) After being in the wilderness for many years, God put the
children of Israel to a number of tests. designed to cleanse
thierlsicl hearts of the wickedness instilled in them by the

Egyptians

(3) (Beecherl +told them whenever a man is called to defend

truth or principle, a church or a people, a nation or an age he




is the leader of God's peopie.

(4) The people of the past have vielded everything but manhood,

and principle, truth, and honor.

(3) God has raised up many men. at different periods i1n the

world, to brina forth his rause.

(&) Both of these men were put through the test of God to

discover the corruption they had within their hearts.

(7) This was done to discover to themselves and others what is

true in their hearts.

(8) As a result, God led them into the wilderness of the desert

to humble and prove them. so thev could learn what was really in

their hearts.

In the previocus examples anvthinag from a single word to lona
stretches of discowse are borrowed. Thus., for example 1n (5,
"raised up" is a locution that Street but mol the student would
nativelv use. Similarlv for “"within" i1n (&6). Thouah corruption
is oresumably  1n  ouwr hears to dav. it 18 nevertheless no lonaer

within our heart.s. (8) exhibiis a much larager borrowing.

At times students oive us almost a protocol ot their thoughts
on such borrowings, indicating the successive assimilation of the

ideas of others., and moe 7 from direct aquotation to original

speech:

7




(7)) [Street! states, "God freguently brings his own people into

a state of peculiar trials, to discover to them and others what
there is in their hearts." We would say it today as G6God brings
his people into a peculiar trial, or even simpilierlsicl than

that, God tests you.

Note that the student found 1t unnecessarv to guote any of the
material after We would say., and this despite the fact that the
lanauace there is 1argelv Street language of Revolutionary

times.

In the ezamples abnve. students have used another 's lanquage.
Thev bnow that I know that other lanauage. tor the class as a
whole has spent some three or fouw sessions looking closely at
the two speeches. Yet. they fai1l to be bothered by the absence
of quotation marks and by the free borropwing of language. They

certainly don't see themselves as cheating or as copvying.

The second sort of data to be uvresented i1nvolves net a paucitv,
but an excess of guotation and gquotation marks. The strateqgy

appears one of almoust hvpercorrection.

First. note a tendency to aquote too much and too often. As a
result. we have what appears (at least on overly meticulous
examination) an unsuccessful assimilatina of 1deas across time

periaods. Consider the followina., slip of the quote:

(10) The British, like the Egyptian Pharohs [sicl, were trying

to "oppress, enslave, and destroy these American states"

8
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In this example the student has correcliv ailven the boundaries
of the guotation. However. across these boundaries. there seems
to be an uwisuccesful i1ntegration of past and present. The
sentence 1mplicates that Egyptian Pharachs are the sorts that are

in a position to act wupon Americar states.

In addition to this zealousness about guotational material.

note a corresponding realousness in use of guotation marks:

(11) Street believes that this evil of the heart shows itself
in every generation, and we never ki~ the depth of that evil
until "a suitable temptation draws if forth into exercise" or as

we now would say "until we are put to the test.”

This latier use of quotation marks on "until we are put to the
test" mav seem strange. It gquotes not an  individual speaker who
used those words at a definite time. but & more or less anonymous

society that uses those words at all appropriate times.
I believe that this 15 a correct use of auotation.

In addition te these nalf-borrowings of words., and apparent
cveruse of agquotation and quotation marks., we see a third trait of
novice writers: a waverinag in poaint of view. Novice writers tend
to jump about, at times looking at matters from the comfort of
their own perspective., then jumpina 1nto Street's shoes. then
looking at matters +from BGod's peint of view. And throughout 1t
all, we the readers are just a bit unsure of where thev are

standing.
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1lv commen in the use of proncouns
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deictic markers:

(12) HelMJS-Street] says that the colonists are 1n the sare
position. We are in the wilderness and now vou feel you want to

go back like they felt. It was better to serve the Egyptians
than to die in the wilderness. As soon as any problem arises we

are ready to go back. We have distrust in God.

(13) The British wanted control of these colonies but the

colonists wanted to be inaependent and free.

This situational indentification with the ideas (and here. the
people) of another time period is particularlyv evident 1n the

foellowing sentence. written 1n the present prrogressive:

(14) Thats why George 111 is pushing us with all his tariffs

and policies.

still™" beside such

a sentence.

The uncertaintv a novice writer teels 1n  gituatirag his  own
caomments and those of others is nicelv shown 1n  the following
sentence. tvped 1into a +final dratt. and then penned over at

crucial points. Note the pronoun revisions:

(15) Some points of the analogy Nicolas [sicl Street was trying
to make is thac if he would make sense of eventlrevision: add

plural sl that preceded himicross out and change to wgl, helcross

71{)_




™. out and change to wel could make sense of the understandings of

the Revolutionary War. Helcross out and change to wel could
explain the characters of the biblical times to the characters of

the Revolutionary War period.

In looking at all these three linds of eramples. recall aQain
that students are well aware that the teacher and the other
members of the class know the writinas of Beecher and of Street.
‘lhv then the borrowing? Tie pronoun switching Qives us a first
clue: borrowing language. much like pronoun switching, 15 a way
of trying to i1dentify with another time period. Tt 18 a way of
trying to walk, tallk. think. and even preach like Street and
Beecher. Rather than &a detached obiectivity., the novice writers
are attempting to understand not throuah distancing themselves

from another time and lanouage but by more closely approaching

that trme and lanauage.

To slip 1nto & more prescriptive mode +or just a moment., let me
sugaest that that attempted approach ., an approach nf a distant
time and languaage, 18 a worthy endeavor. Indeed., it 15 vervy much
what we are talling about when we talk about a liberal

education.

Now. what would sutfice to show that the student data I have
presented reveal something 1nteresting about the management of
language through past and present. Much more than |  have

presented.,




What are the nent stepng?

1) We would want to show that the binds of errors shown i1n the
student data are really representative ot more svstematic
properties of the lanauaae, properties that exist Quite
independently of any perscriptive grammars., quite 1ndependently
of narrow rhetorical concerns of use of guotation. i1ndeed Quite
independently of wrrtten language as all. In *he written version
of this paper I araue that that 1s the case by looking at cases
of underdetermination of meaning in English sentences, problems
involving the scope of verbs. vaagueness of verbs of SAY1nQ,
indeterminacy 1n tense and deictic markers 1n English. Ferhaps

some of this can e mentioned in Lhe guestion period.

?

2) Becondly., we would want to show that this vagueness  and

indetermination 1n the language 1tselt can serve a rihbetorically
useful purpose in i1nducing belief, intearating knowledae,
whatever. [ believe that also is the case, and present examples
of maripulations of guotat.ion and misquotation for rhetoricallv

useful purposes.

In closing, let me escape from natural distourse to +ormal

logic for iust a moment.

In formal logics, guotation marks., one of the devices for

ERIC - 112
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imitation disrussed in the edamples just a1 ven, are a way of

indicating thai words are being mentioned rather than used. Thev
are employed .hen one is making reference not just to the meaning

¢ the words but to their form.

Quotation marks. on this account. are what W.V.0. Cine  m1ght
That is, thev cre a way of

taking that confusing and inconsistent natural language. English,
and placing it in a form where 1t meanings are perspilicucusly

represented. analvreo and connected.

fluotation marls in wiritten ordinary language are not meant to
be the same as the guotation marks in a regimented formal
language. (Ouotation marks in written discourse. may. however. be
viewed as a way of regimenting our ]lanquage. A way of trying to
urambiguously distinguish the language of others. from the
language of ouwrselves, the lanauage of repetition from the
language of spontaneity, the language of originalitv from the

lanquage of i1mitation.

Through the examples presented here of the novice writer’'s use
of  borrowed language I have attempted to avoid normative
prouncucements of proper behavior 1n the integrating repetition
and spontaneity in written language. Rather T've tried to 1laok
at the way this duet 15 handled by the novice. and fthen suggest
further approaches for asking how the language tself allows that

duet to beg handled.




As teachers of writina, and of critical thintina. and of the
liberal tradition in general., we attempt to help students carry
on conversations across time. This "conversation of mankind" is
carried out 1n our classrooms through writing. Witing 1tself 15

Just a seri1es of conventions ftur the representation of language.

Those conventions. such as the convention of guotation marks are
often seeminglv abused by novice writers. However. that verbal
delinguency may reveal something much deeper about the true
nature of conversation and learning. As a grumpv Socrates would
no doubt inform ws throuwch the Phaedrus the written record of
mankind 315 something gquite distinct from the conversation of
mankind. It mav be then that excessive worry about a clear
dichotomy between borrowing/imitation and originalitv may lead
only to bad conversation. And 1t may be that in understanding
and appreciating the messiness of Lhis dichotomv, and hence the
resistance of the languacge to regimentation., we mav eventuallv

come t0 & more true crealivitv and literacy.

What one of mv students attribubted to historv., mav also hold
true of language and cur perceptions of realitv through 1t,

namelv  that it "repeats itself but we never really realize it

untirl] 1t is slapped in ow faces like a rude awakening."

--=fhe End-—--
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