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Introduction
 

Teaching Composition
 
as Reflexive Inquiry
 

What inquirers are concerned with is no different than 
what most people are concerned with-understanding. 
To call the process inquiry in a more formal sense is only 
to note that at certain times, when the meanings or rea
sons of an action or expression are unclear, the attempt 
to understand is undertaken more intensely, carefully, 
and self consciously. 

-John K. Smith, Interpretive 
Inquiry: A Practical and 

Moral Activity 

Revision is the gome a writer plays for life . .. Writing and 
rewriting gives us an opportunity to confront the major 
issues in our academic, professional, and private lives. It 
allows us to revise our lives by understanding the world 
in which we live and our role in it. 

-Donald Murray. 
The Craft ofRevision 

I first encountered Donald Murray through his essay, "The Listening 
Eye: Reflections on the Writing Conference" (1979). The essay had 
been reprinted in an Australian educational journal that I happened 
to stumble across in my high school staff room in 1981. In this es
say. Murray muses about what it is like to teach writing by confer
ence. As he sits in his office waiting for the thirty-fifth conference 
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2 Introduction 

of the day to begin, he worries that he is a fraud, that he will be dis
covered. 4p.d yet, as he reflects on how he came to teach writing by 
listening to his students talk about theIr WrItma h ...malizesJ:hathis 

"STudents m learning because he is able to show them w.bJ!L~ey 
J;1Jlse just discovered themselves. I was immediately drawn to the 
hesitant sense of wonder this teacher seemed to feel as he reflected 
on and examined his own teaching. By talking about his experience, 
Murray invited me to look at mine. 

A year later I wrote my first piece on teaching, an article that 
was distributed to high schools in Victoria and New South Wales. 
What is significant to me about that piece is how much I seemed to 
be trying to emulate Murray's ethos, ,fue stance o:ttha,lentatiJle 
_teache~with uncertainty about what she i,s d()~ 

{lner . and (boldly and heroically) proceedin~ 
"However doubts begm 0 ea en my e abon ... I continue be
cause I'm more excited by what I'm discovering than discouraged 
by how it will fit into the system...." {Even my title sounds Mur
ray-esque to me: "My Students Are Teaching Me to Be a Teacher of 
Writing: The Voice of a High School Teacher!"} Murray's essay had 
given me permission to examine and share what I was noticing in 
my own classroom-however partial, approximate, and particular 
my observations were. 

Although I have embraced many of Murray's specific ideas on 
writing and the teaching of writing over the years, the most valuable 
and convincing aspect of Murray's work for me has always been his 
example of self-initiated. ongoing ingYiJ'yj:g.to his own writing E!0
cess and teaching. His habit of ruminating on what he is doing and 
his willingness to reexamine his thinking in light of new informa
tion gained from his many encounters with others-writers, teach
ers, students, and his "other self"-have provided me with a 
valuable model of teaching and learning. Over the years, Murray has 
shown me the importance of the provisional, the tentative, or what I 
have come to think of as the learner's stance, a stance that names it
self in the here and now, that can explain how it came to be, but re
mains open to the possibility of further complication and change. 
Murray claims that he has had "no need for consistency." He has cer
tainly never pretended to adhere to a single formulation-his own or , 
other's-of how writing works, and yet, he has been consistent. H~s ' 
consistency comes in his willingness to admit the possibility of{and 
to actively seek} better, clearer ways to understand and to teach writ
ing. What I have learned from Donald Murray is a habit of mind th~ 

translates into a way of being in the world. 
When we teach composition to students or teachers we tea 

more than a body of knowledge or set of technical skills. Accord' 
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to James Berlin, when we teach writing we are also ~'tacitly teaching 
~sion of reality ... We are teaching a way of experiencing the 
~or1d, a way of ordering and maJdng sense of it" (1982, 766,776). 
My intention, in the following pages, is not to argue for my particu
lar version of reality, but rather to model it and reveal how I came 
to cunstruct it, to gradually render a more complex understanding 
of the nature, practice, and value of reflexive inquiry for learning. 

\I", By reflexive, I mean the act of tumiiig back to discover, examine, 
-1\ and critique one's claims and assumptions in response to an en
~r with anotb:er idea, text, person, or culture. By inquirY,l 
mean "the sustained work" of comin to understand "through a §Y.:s
ema c, se -crItical process of discovery" (Phelps 1991, 877). 

I teach both writing and reading as methods for reflexive inquiryS:JJe: 
by teaching what I call the~ssa:l:istic stance, a way of thinking about 7r;t"s 
ideas that is dialogic and reflexive. Along with a number of schol-fz, :kt:lcJ; 
ars writing about the essay, I believe that what distinguishes the es- tit11 
say as a genre is not the form in which it appears on the page, but -eg;;aJi47 
rather, the stance or approach the writer/reader adopts toward his .J:.hJ. nee 
or her subject and/or audience. It is this stance that I try to teach in 
my composition courses. 

'Ii.'aditionally, the focus in most composition courses has been on 
teaching students how to link already formulated ideas effectively 
and correctly through reading and writing. Indeed, much of the uni
versity community, most of the public, and so many of my students 
see writing and reading as only an application of technical know
how and skill. Listen to Ann, a student in my honors class of first 
year composition, as she reveals how to construct a five paragraph 
essay: 

I had the format down ... as if it were a mathematical equation: 
I'd insert the data and out came the results. When I plugged my 
information into the form. (introduction concluding in a thesis sen
tence, body paragraphs-each with a topic sentence, examples and 
explanation-a clincher. and.a conclusion) a great essay was pro
duced (Qualley 1993, 104). 

Technical knowledge entails knowing how to apply a rule, code, or 
formula to a problem. When a task is unfamiliar or complex, it may 
also require making some variation of procedure (reflection-in-ac
tion and reflection-on-action as Donald Schon's work with skilled 
practitioners suggests (Schon 1983). Obviously then, the more 
knowledge and experience one acquires, the more one's technical 
expertise should develop. And so, much schooling is organized 
around the assumption that if we simply provide students with 
knowledge and an opportunity to practice using it, it will be 
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enough. But I don't think it is. Not today. Not for the kind ofbound
ary-shifting world in which we find ourselves living. 

I don't think composition studies can limit its practice simply 
to teaching methods of composing, of putting preformulated ideas 

. \ , S together in acceptable or standard forms, without also teaching stu
rtf,\ .. -'(Y\\: dents how to examine th~ implications of their compositions,. The 
(}O\ f\{~? explaiianons writers and readers construct to make sense oftheir 
O!f\D~~ \ subjects, and the genres they use to connect their ideas together 
vi \ matter. ~hods have cons~uences. On intellectual, 

practical, and ethical grounds, the reflexive practice of essayistic 
writing and essayistic, reading offers a desirable method for enacting 
composition's dual responsibility. Robert Atwan recently noted in 
an interview in Poets and Writers Magazine, that "what essays give 
you is a mind at work. If you don't feel the presence of a mind at 
work, then you're just getting prefabricated assertions'~ (Hirsch 

"L 1995, 37). As a teacher, I don't want students to simply deliver "pre
r'l\, fabricated assertions" in neat, linear, rhetorical arrangements on the 

page. When students engage with texts-their own and others-J.. 
want the~COlllJl critically aware of the presence of their own 
~ -------...._-------...---........•.-...._...._~-_.
 

. Here is part of another student's reflective course commentary 
that offers a glimpse of a mind engaged in the process of under
standing her world. To frame her semester's work, Jean draws on a 
recent collaborative research experience in which she and another 
student attempted to come to grips with the case of Hedda Nuss
baum, an abused woman accused of child neglect. She writes: 

I was continually reshaping my ideas and trying to see Hedda's 
situation from a new perspective. I have truly learned that I need 
time to combine my feelings, opinions and past experiences with 
the facts to come to some type of conclusion. This thinking and 
rethinking process, which I never clearly understood before this 
class, has carried over into my personal and social life. Now when 
I have a disagreement with someone, I find myself holding off on 
making a decision or starting a fight or debate. I would rather go 
to my room and think. I try to see the situation from the other 
person's point of view, see where the other person is coming from 
in order to understand his or her reactions and reasoning ... Un
derstanding how I think is important because it helps me to better 
understand myself and why I feel the way I do about certain su 
jects and how my past experiences play an enormous role in sha 
ing my personal thoughts. 

This is what Jean teaches me: Jean is learning to compose an 
standing. Understanding complex situations takes time. No 
does it take time for Jean to grasp a "new perspective," that i 
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"reactions and reasoning" of an other, it takes time for her to discov
er her own thoughts. To arrive at this understanding, J.!!an_Q9JmectsRl.t 
her subjectivity, her "feeliD;8s, opinions and p~t experiences," to the';',r-zrdff1t 
o~i{lCtive "facts" at hand. This process is recursive; it involves "con~'Z.:99 ie 
tinually-reshaping." "thinking," and "rethinking." Jean has let me t1} }'-fj) 

know that flieICIiia-oneammg she has experienced in her composi
tion course has repercussions for her life beyond the immediate 
classroom. What has transferred is not a form of composition, but 
rather composing in its largest sense: a way of making sense of. con
necting, and responding to situations, texts, and ideas that is open, 
provisional, and dialogic. lean is_not engaged in a finite dialogue 
designed to produce consensus and agreement, but rather in an on
goigg, reflexive, an"c;Letmcal dialogueo'fingunylhafSel"lYe"§Tocontin
-ually il!!!-minataand.enl&l'ge··her.miElei.itmilliig.OlO.tMis""and herself. 
---:rna culture increasingly fractured and polarized by competing 
discourses, we need a method that will allow us to continually re
flect on our own positions in light of our ongoing transactions with 
others. Reflexivity involves a commitment to both attending to ~l!at 

we believe and examining how we came to bold those beliefs while 
we are engagedJn.;trying to make s.~r.As such, reflex
ive inquiry may offer one of the most powerful means we have to 
understand and bridge, without effacing, the differences that too of
ten divide us. Paul Connolly suggested years ago that "a course in 
essay writing is more importantly a course in living ... In the pro
cess of composition, it is men and women who grow composed" 
(1981, 4). Indeed, when the process of composition includes the 
habit of reflexive inquiry, then we begin to see more clearly how 
writing and reading the word, the world, and the self are always in 
continual dialectical interplay. 

In the following pages, I have also tried to show how my under
standing of writing and reading as methods for reflexive inquiry has 
developed and continues to evolve. Like Jean, I am a learner who is 
used to monitoring her own understanding. Like Murray, I am a 
teacher whose understanding of epistemological matters is tempered 
by my experiences in the classroom. It's hard for me to think about 
knowledge without also thinking about the means for learning and 
acquiring it. When I suggest that writing and reading can be used as 
vehicles for reflexive inquiry, and that reflexive inquiry can deepen 
and complicate students' understanding of their subject and them
selves, I do so always with a specific pedagogical context in mind. 

Ideally, I assume students are writing on topics about which 
they have some knowledge and interest (or topics that they have 
been allowed to gain knowledge and interest), but not so much ex
pertise that they have no inclination to inquire further. I assume stu
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dents have time to explore their subjects, to talk about their ideas 
with others, to write multiple drafts, to read, change their minds, re
vise, or start over without fear of failure or penalty. I assume that 
teachers are actively engaged in these processes as well by introduc
ing other voices and perspectives in the form of readings or through 
conferences and class discussion so that students will learn to view 
their thoughts and beliefs from these other positions. I assume the 
composition course offers an ongoing opportunity for students to 
revisit and rework their earlier papers from their current positions 
of knowledge and understanding. By the same token, when I claim 
that reading texts openly, tentatively, dialogically, and reflexively 
can deepen students' understanding, ~ mean it to be understood tJ:J,at 
this assumption h!lli:ls true only it students are shown how. to read 

._this wa~d here, I mean true ~ a pedagogic~e. Truth, like 
understanding, like the processes of reachng and writing them
selves, is always context specific and always acquired by degree. 
So, yes, essayistic reading and writing can complicate students' un
derstandings-more or less. And the composition course can pro
vide an excellent site for learning how to use reading and writing to 
engage in this kind of intellectual and ethical inquiry-more or less. 
The rest of this book describes and demonstrates this method for 
teaching and learning in which both teachers and students contin
ually attempt to move beyond the bounds of their current under
standing by making repeated, dialogic excursions into the realm of 
the other, and then spiraling back once again to confront their own 
provisional insights. 

Like both Jean and Murray, I haven't arrived at my current under
standing of reflexivity quickly or directly. It is only when I turn back 
and become reflexive myself that I come to realize the extent to which 
my ideas continue to be made and remade over time. In the next chap
ter, I offer a fuller sense of what reflexivity is by engaging in my own 
reflexive inquiry. This essayistic journey through specific moments in 
my intellectual and lived history demonstrates how !IDd!:!!.stan~.,g is 
~adually sh~e~~~mPlJ.~4Jh.Qngh many dialogic enco~s 
~rs. I invite readers to experience a similar process as they 
read, and to watch their sense of my subject build and gradually 
deepen, hopefully gaining both clarity and complexity. 

In subsequent chapters I focus on individual students' efforts to 
engage in a similar process of inquiry between self and other in 
their writing and reading. In Chapter Two, I begin with a brief dis
cussion of the relationshi between writing, thinking, andlearning, 
an then introduce my notion 0 t e essayisri:c'""sfance. I describe 
and illustrate the features of essayistic writing by examining the 
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papers of composition students. I continue developing an under
standing of the essayistic stance in Chapter Three by focusing more 
specifically on reading and reflexivity. After illustrating and exam
ining my students' efforts to engage reflexively with different texts, 
their own and others, I turn back to reconsider my own attempts to 
read these student texts fairly and openly. In Chapter Four, I further 
complicate and clarify the relationship between reflexivity, dia
logue, and learning by presenting a detailed reading of the dynam
ics between three students involved in a long-term collaborative 
inquiry project. Chapter Five examines some of the practical, epis
temological, and ethical features of a reflexive pedagogy. I conclude 
by once again turning back to examine my own assumptions and 
readings of my students' work. 



Chapter One
 

Understanding Reflexivity
 

.,*, 1 am going to do what 1 can to show you how 1 arrived at
 
this opinion . .. 1am going to develop in your presence as
 
fully and freely as 1 can the train of thought that led me to
 
think this . .. At any rate when a subject is highly contro

versial . .. one cannot hope to tell the truth. One can only
 
show how one came to hold whatever opinion one does
 
hold. One can onlygive one's audience the chance ofdraw

ing their own conclusions as they observe the limitations,
 
the prejudices, the idiosyncrasies of the speaker. ...
 

-Virginia Woolf, 
A Room of One's Own 

At the age of 22, I went to Australia to teach high school for fifteen 
months; I stayed nine years. I packed my suitcase with my subur
ban, midwestern values (tempered by a 1960's philosophy), and 
headed to the Land Down Under with a state university certified, 
guaranteed-to-work-anywhere-in-the-world, objective theory of ed
ucation. Every new teacher faces a bit of a culture shock when she 
enters her first classroom, but nothing prepared me (not even the 
National Geographies I had so carefully studied) for living or teach
ing in the small town of Moe, Victoria. I realized that if I wanted to 
help my students become better readers, writers, and thinkers, I 
would need to understand their everyday culture, history, lives, and 
values. I didn't realize how learning more about them would also 
mean learning more about me. 

I had lived in Australia for five months, when one day I drove 
to the lumber yard in Moe to purchase some molding and kitchen 
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faucets. It was just after New Years. When I arrived, I found the 
place closed for the rest of the month. I then drove to the hardware 
store, which had plumbing supplies, but not the correct ones. The 
sales clerk said that he could order the taps, but they would not ar
rive until the fIrst of February, since most of their suppliers were 
closed between Christmas and the end of January. I was stunned. I 
couldn't understand why these businesses didn't stagger their em
ployees' vacations over the year. Didn't they realize that if they kept 
their businesses open, the company would make more money? 

The sales person seemed to read my thoughts. He looked at me 
and shrugged. "This isn't America, mate," he said, "we're not all 
bloody capitalists here." But I wasn't a capitalist, was I? Surely it 
was just good business to want to make as much money as possible. 

At first I thought these practices were part of the laid-back, "no 
worries mate she'll be right" attitude that seemed to dominate Austra
lian work philosophy. Even the high school had a twenty-minute re
cess every morning and an hour break for lunch. During these breaks, 
while the rest of the staff chatted and drank tea in the social room, I 
often took the opportunity to grade a few more papers or to organize 
myself for my next class. I learned later that my fellow teachers 
thought I was being rude or showing off. "Kissing up" they called this 
behavior. I called my behavior "work hard and you'll succeed." As a 
new teacher, I couldn't keep up with everything I thought I needed to 
do. But what seemed to me to be a normal (and noble) way to compen
sate for my lack of experience was considered aberrant behavior by my 
Australian colleagues. It had never occurred to me that the work ethic 
that was so much a part of my own country was not a universally in
grained truth. Nor had it occurred to me how much I actually sub
scribed to it. But Australia had been (un)settled by convicts, not 
Puritans. Australians did not see work as a direct route to goodness. 

The sociologist Alfred Schutz's (1971) concept of "the stranger" 
is helpful in explaining my revelation about capitalism.,§chutz sug
~J).llQ.enter a new social environment tends 
to inter vironment with the automatic m'ifunci'm
scious "scheme of reference" of his or her home culture~BUthe or 
-;iie soon findsOut that fliis reaay:IDad.eapproaCh"'"iSinadequate. 
Like most travelers, I had entered a new culture wearing the auto
matic but unconscious lenses provided by my home country. But 
my viewing of Australian work practices through my middle-class, 
American frames led to a situation that didn't make sense: Why 
wouldn't Australians want to make money? 

My first response, to simply conclude that Australians had poor 
business practices, didn't help me understand them any better. 
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According to Schutz, "the discovery that things in his new sur
roundings look quite different from what he expected them to be at 
home is frequently the first shock to the stranger's confidence in the 
validity of his habitual 'thinking as usual'" (35). If I really wanted 
to understand Australian culture, and not simply judge it according 
to my American biases, I would have to call up and make the im
plicit and unconscious assumptions I had acquired in my home 
country explicit. I would have to become reflexive, although I didn't 
know this at the time. 

I first encountered the notion of reflexive thinking and the con
cept of the stranger ten years ago while reading Douglas Barnes' 
book, From Communication to Curriculum (1975). Barnes asks if 
engaging in "the stranger" experience might be connected to the 
development of "hypothetical and reflexive forms of thinking," and 
if protecting students from having the stranger experience "might 
delay their movement toward reflexive thinking" (103-104). Al
though I wasn't sure exactly what Barnes meant by reflexive think- ' 
ing-I didn't know if it was another term for Piaget's formal 
operations or simply the British spelling of reflective-I was imme
diately attracted to the metaphor of the stranger experience. At that 
time, I was concerned about my composition students' reluctance to 
interrupt the flow of their reading by thinking and writing about 
what they were reading. In a one-page response paper to Barnes' 
book that I wrote in 1987, I said: 

The stranger metaphor works for me. It explains that disconcert
ing feeling of being "between," the feeling perhaps first experi
enced in adolescence when supposedly formal operations develop 
••. By choosing not to reinterpret old knowledge in light of new 
experience, people avoid encountering the "other voices" that 
might interrupt the (limited) homogenous flow of their lives. They 
can remain in a sea of shallow provincialism or worse, evangeli
cal born-againism. Does this mean that people who find them
selves constantly "between" are more reflexive thinkers? Is it okay, 
though, if we never get out of between? 

The "between" is a term I lifted from a science fiction series by 
Anne McCaffrey. Between is a transitional space of nothingness and 
sensory deprivation "between here and there" (1978, 743). In McCaf-)( 
frey's books, dragons have the ability to take their human riders t()' 
other places and times by going "between." As difficult and taxing" 
going between is for human beings, it is necessary for connecting 
in the dragon riders' world. I seized the term to describe those m: 
ments when my students' sense of the subjects they were writ' 
about became so murky, tangled, or confused they temporarily 1 
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.eir bearings. My students didn't like these moments of uncertainty 
en they became strangers to themselves and their own purposes 

d intentions, and would often try to avoid them. I, on the other 
nand, always had the opposite problem; I seemed to dwell in the be
tween. When I voiced these last two questions in my response to Bar
'nes, I was thinking about my own difficulties in coming to closure. I 
wondered if this behavior was simply a personal quirk or ifmy resis
tance to closure might have some redeeming intellectual value. 

My sense of the between has been deepened by Victor Turner's 
rich notion ofliminality. Although the liminal, or threshold, stages of 
rituals and rites of passage have been likened to "a no-man's-land 
betwixt and between" (my emphaSis; Turner 1986,41), Turner de
scribes liminality as "the subjunctive mood of culture, a mood of 
maybe, might be, as if, hypotheSis, fantasy, conjecture, desire ..... 
(42). Rather than a cold space of nothingness and sensory depriva
tion, he reveals liminality to be a rich storehouse of possibility, a gen
erative space of "fructile chaos" (42). Barbara Myerhoff and Deena 
Metzger, drawing on Turner's work, note that "liminality is the great 
moment of teachability ... an opportunity is provided not only for 
psychic and emotional reorganization but for theoretical and philo
sophical enlightenment as well" (1980, 106). The liminal space of 
between invites reflexive thinking. 

Reflexivity, Reflection, and Metacognition 
Reflexivity is not simply the British spelling for reflection. As I un
derstand it now, reflexivity is a response triggered by a dialectical 
engagement with ilie other-an other idea, theo , erson, cUll'iil'e, 

~!ext. or even an other Rart of one's self, e.g., a-yast life. By di ecti
cal, I mean an engagement that is ongoing and recursive as oImosed 
to a single, momentary encounter. In the process of trying to under

'"'StMl:tI:-m:ll'itlier, out own beltefSiIDd assumptions are disclosed, and 
these assumptions, themselves, can become objects of examination 
and critique. 

Reflexivity is not the same thing as reflection, although they are 
often part of the same recursive and hermeneutical process.~ we (h f(': 
reflect, we fix our thoughts on a subject; we carefully consider it, r : 

meditate uponk Selr-renecfion assumes that individuals can~ssDefwe.ef7 
ilia contents of t1leil'-awn riii:Rd iR(;J,8pB:Rdentlji oj otliers. Ref!exlVity.reFleCDO/1 
on the other hand, does not originate in the self but always~sin f 
response to a erson's critical en agement with an "oth~' Unlike rei-IetlviA, 
re ection, which is a l.!.nidirectional oug.JJ~~~ss, reflexivity is a {j 
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!iliii.IeGtitmal,69Jl.tl:asH¥8-I'.eSpOnse. The encounter with an other re
sults in new information or perspectives which we must hold up to 
our current conception of things. The jllxtapositiQn-ef-two different 
r.~P!.!~~!!t~JtQlliLQft.~~.E~~~jheirjlUit. In order to make sense, we 
are compelled to identify and eX~E:~lll' o'WltJlnder1)dngassnmp
gons. Once we actually articU1.ale these tacit beliefs, they themselves 
become open to reflection, critique, and perhaps, transformation. My 
conclusion that Australian business practices were different (and, in 
my opinion, not as sensible) as American business practices was a 
simple reflection: I simply accessed my current understanding of the 
work ethic and applied it to the Australian situation without identi
fying or examining the constructs or assumptions that had given rise 
to these beliefs. It was only when my engagement with the other com
pelled me to examine my own assumptions about the work ethic that 
I became reflexive. When the salesperson identified me as an Ameri
can, and therefore, capitalist, I became conscious of the implication 
ffmywords. 

. ,I \ \/\1'J) Although similar, r.eflexivity: is not exa.ct:4t-the..same..as-metacog
() ~\\t\ ~tiQ!l. Metacognition, the conscious monitoring of one's cognitive 
\'Z \ L activities, is a term that came into use in the 1970s when a more 

\j j exact (1.e., scientifically measurable) term was sought to describe 
\tt ,f\ the inner workings of the mind, one that would replace the more 

~t r,\/,\\()i nebulous concept of introspection. Karen Kitchner (1983) argues 
(l)~\ ,\ that metacognition, as it is conceived by most psychologists, is fine 
.	 for dealing with simple, routine situations, but it is insufficient for 

describing the complex processes adults use to deal with problems 
involving conflicting assumptions and beliefs and that require them 
to negotiate multiple solutions and realities. She notes that prob
lems that don't come with already known solutions require that peo
ple draw on their "epistemic beliefs" to deal with them. Kitchner's 
work on the development of "reflective judgement" provided me 
with my first indication of a relationship between an individual's 
philosophy of knowledge, learning, and reflexivity. 

It would seem that an individual's epistemic assumptions 
would most certainly be involved when understanding requires 
more than the addition of new information, when understanding 
might necessitate a rethinking of one's core constructs. Reading the
orist Frank Smith (1978), helped me understand why. He makes a 
distinction between the processes of learning and comprehension. 
For Smith, learning involves a modification of what's currently in 
our head as a result of oUI encounters in the world. At its simplest 
level of modification, learning might mean adding to what we al
ready know. But learning can also involve deepening, complicating, 
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13Understanding Reflexivity 

challenging, or transforming what we currently understand. For the 
latter two forms of learning to occur, !..believe learners must first 1-lI1JeClf'f? 
become reflexive and undergo a process of unlearnmg, the gradual 
revision of previgus, un~s.tandings~ ComprehenslO1!;oI'f11'leO'ther 
liand, simply means the abjlity to connect or relate what's already 

. in our head to what we encounter in the world. Now, ifwhat's in our 
head is sufficient to understand what we flil!IOiil there. nO..In.Q,difi
-cation is necessary and ng learning takes p~ce. So, in my example 
nom Australia, the ideas in my head were not sufficient for helping 
me to make sense of Australian business practices. The only way I 
could comprehend this situation was to conclude that Australians 
were lazy or simply business remedials; either conclusion made 
learning according to Smith's definition unlikely. Smith's theory 
also helps explain one of the most prevalent responses my students 
make to the texts they read (both their peers' and other's): "You can 
relate to it." I now see this response as a comment on the compre
hensibility of the text or situation. When students make this com
ment, they seem to be suggesting that they can already relate the 
theory in their heads to what they see in the text/world. Thus, no 
further effort and no learning is required. Uour encounters with dif
fering others do not also compel us to examine_~~.ptlgrtheo

-rres and assumptions, our interpretations risk simply being 
:serr-con~ng.In oilier words, we Wilronly comprehend whatwe 
aIi'eady mow. And if we only understand what we already know, 
how will we ever learn anything new? 

I believe the most educative experiences-in Dewey's sense, the 
ones that deepen or transform thinking and lead to learning and fur
ther inquiry-are reflexive as well as reflective. The line between 
these processes is shaky, however, especially when the "other" is an 
individual's "other self" or past life. For example, when Donald 
Murray talks about the conversation between the writer and the 
writer's "other self' is he being reflective or reflexive? I might ten
tatively suggest that reflection is adequate for monitoring our con
~ious beliefs, but iiliit refleiiidty is needed 'fO'""'aill !!1L2ur 
U!lconsclOUS, epistemic beliefs. 

In the introduction to A Cifick in the Mirror (Ruby 1982), Barbara 
Myerhoff and Jay Ruby argue that a critical awareness ofone's teflec
tiaas-i.a-par.t..oLth.e condition for true reflexiYitY. Reflection refers to 
"~dof thinki~Y1..Q!g'selves,showing ou~estooiirSeIves, 
but wHliOiiIllierequirement of explicit awareness of the implications 
of ~Phy. wr1Jiout tE:e acute understanding, the detachment 
~2;~~nwhich one is ep:gage<treflexivity_does not occur" 
(3). a :Sf Barbara Babcock (1980) uses Narcissus in Greek 
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mythology, who falls in love with his own reflection, to describe the 
difference between reflection and reflexivity: 

Narcissus's tragedy then is that he is not narcissistic enough, or 
rather he does not reflect long enough to effect a transformation. 
He is reflective, but he is not reflexive-that is he is conscious of 
himself as an other. but he is not conscious ofbeing self-conscious 
of himself as an other. and hence, not able to detach himself from, 
understand. survive or even laugh at this initial experience of 
alienation (2). 

E.et1@xivity cQmplicates our understanding and efforts to know by 
J;naking us self·consciou~...gp..smizant~]i1.g rQIe i!I.~roduction of 
~-'-I might suggest that it is precisely reflexivity's capacity 
for altered consciousness that can lull us into believing that "igno
rance is bliss." Ifwe could simply know without ramification to our 
past and present beliefs or to our present or future actions, if we 
were not implicated in any way, gaining knowledge would indeed 
be a safe, neutral, straightforward activity. But of course it is not. 
Although reflexive awareness is not a sufficient condition for eman
cipation or action, according to philosopher Elizabeth Minnich, it 
is, perhaps, a necessary condition: 

[TJhinking reflexively is one of the grounds of human freedom, in 
part because it reveals to us that we are both subject and object of 
our own knowing, of our culture, of our world. We are not just 
products, objects of our world, nor are we just subjects existing in 
a void. We are free subjects whose freedom is conditioned-not 
determined-by a world not of our making but in many ways open 
to the effects of our actions (1990, 189). 

The Process of Reflexivity and Reflexivity ofProcess 
For as long as I can remember, I have been more afraid of becoming 
set in my ways or being stuck in one place (physically or mentally) 
than I have been of drifting, of never finding a home. The idea that I 
couldn't move. change, grow, or seek new ground if I wanted to, if I 
needed to, was unthinkable to me. I have always seen this feeling as 
the result of the odd coupling between the philosophy I was born 
into: the work ethic and the American Dream, and the philosophy I 
came of age in-a 1960's suspicion of commitment and distrust of the 
status quo. Both my Puritan self and my 1960's self feared becoming 
too comfortable or complacent because such a state would either 
make me lazy or make me set in my ways. And both my Puritan self 
and my 1960's self each naively believed it had the freedom and the 
power to avoid, stave off, and rise above its own conditioning. 
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.e I grew up in a family that accepted (by which I mean did not 
think to question) rules and authority. If critical thinking meant 
wrestling with difficult questions, my parents might tackle the oc
casional quiz in Reader's Digest, but for them, all the hard questions 
had been pinned down; the answers were very clear.1 There were no 
public spaces in my house for children to openly speak their minds, 
to disagree, or contend. And so I moved my speaking life inside, 
first in books, and later in letters and journals. 

My Grandmother Qualley was instrumental in fostering my in
dependence and showing me the way to my interior self through 
reading and writing. While I was growing up, she came to stay with 
us for a few months each year. I greeted these visits with mixed feel
ings: I looked forward to fresh-baked bread, homemade tapioca pud
ding, and our weekly trips to the library; at the same time, I knew it r 

e	 meant tiptoeing on cat feet, lest my actions meet her oppressive 
gaze-or worse, call up a rapid deluge of criticism from her sharpi 
tongue: "Take those shoes off!" or "Stop that noise!" Even our "good 
time racket" made her crotchety. Grandmother Qualley was not a 
children's grandma. She attributed her sore eyes, arthritis, and hight 
blood pressure to the nervous tension she felt when she was around 
us children for too long a time. But for children who expressed a 
grown-up interest about the secrets contained in books, she had a 
great deal of time. 

1 can remember when she brought home Little House on the 
Prairie by Laura Ingalls Wilder from the local library for me to read. 
Perhaps she sensed in me a kindred spirit, one easily drawn to fron
tier fiction about rugged individualism. She greatly admired the pi
oneer women for their strength and courage. (She loved reading 
Grandpa Smith's diary from the 1890s.) In her own diary, she wrote, 
"I always have a feeling of nostalgia for a life I never knew, but al
ways seemed so desirable." Life seemed so simple then, even if it 
was hard. But Grandma Qualley believed a hard life made for strong 
people. "It's a great life," she would say, "ifyou don't weaken." And 
-as she would not tolerate softness in herself, she would not accept 
it in anyone else: independence and self-reliance--this was the true 
meaning of America. "Let those laugh who wish!" she arrogantly 
proclaimed, "I belong to those who wrested this nation from the 
wilderness and I am proud of it!" 

My Grandmother traced her lineage to the Mayflower-and be
yond. To William the Conqueror, she told us: "I want my children 
to be proud of their blood as I am. My blood is pure New England
over 300 years of it." She kept meticulous records, recording dates 
and genealogies, worrying that no one else would keep up the family 
archives when she was gone. She was a Daughter of the American 
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II 
jl Revolution, a DAR in good standing. (She had the papers to prove II 
;1	 it, papers she would set aside for me in the hope I would follow her.) 
1; She was very smart, my mother told me. But Grandma's intelligence 
'····1.·.r
Ii	 revealed her exasperation with things she couldn't control or appro

priate. More often than not, she just sounded mean and ornery to 
me. 

When my Grandmother's moods dipped and chafed bottom, she 
sat, an open book in her lap, with empty eyes in a state that my father 
as a boy had described as "the stares." "I am the last of my own 
folks," she would say. "I'm not interesting to anyone but myself...." 
She visited the doctor hoping for some magical elixir (it was the fif
ties). Instead, she would come home with an assortment of green 
pills, atropine from belladonna, and whatever else the doctor 
thought might calm her. These elixirs worked for a while; then she 
would return for more. "The children make me so nervous," she 
would tell the doctor. Finally he advised her to stop taking things so 
personally. But she would take his words to heart and become more 
miserable than ever, saying "I am just an ungrateful old lady. I 
should pull myself up by my bootstraps." 

The 90th Psalm was my Grandmother Qualley's favorite: "So 
teach us to number our days that we may get a heart ofwisdom." I am 
struck by the phrase "heart of wisdom." Perhaps my Grandmother 
wanted to unite head and heart, but didn't know how. Instead, the 
mind berated the heart for feeling as it did: "Sometimes I think too 
much about how I feel ... my task for the time I have left is to be as 
little 'old-age difficult' as possible ... but it is impossible for me to 
hold my tongue ... then I spend days regretting it." Grandma read 
numerous psychology books in an effort to understand her moods. 
"What makes folks go down and wallow in the bottom once and 
about so often?" she wondered. She always went for the authority of 
books, the salve of the self-reliant. 

To me, Grandma was a critic; in her earlier life she might have 
been a critical thinker; that is, before her self-imposed rigor turned 
into dogma and narcissism. She had a marvelous capacity for detect
ing imperfection, error, and heresy in everything and everyone, in
cluding (and especially) herself. She could always see a way to 
"improve" our lives. And yet, Grandma herself could not tolerate 
change: "I have moved so much all my life-too much. I am like a cat 
contented in my own garret ... even the scratches on the wall mean 
something because you know how they got there ... Dh for a sense 
of security ... to just know you aren't facing change, eternal change 
all the time." And if she wasn't open to change, she couldn't learn 
from others. Grandma never traveled in another country (literally or 
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figuratively), and she never stopped to consider the implications of 
her thoughts and actions. Grandma was introspective and self-reflec
tive, but not reflexive. Reflection does not require the presence of an 
other. One can reflect all by oneself. . 

As 1 recollect my Grandmother Qualley, 1 think it is reflexivity 
that separates the critical thinker from the critic, and distinguishes 
the skeptic from the cynic. Critics and cynics do not see the need to 
identify or examine the assumptions that form the basis of their cri
tique. They are simply the agents of that critique, never the subjects. 
The genuine critical thinker is reflexive, self-critical as well as crit
ical, something my grandmother was not. 

After 1 shared an early draft of this chapter with students in a 
graduate seminar (one that I was not teaching), Leah, a first year 
master's student, asked why I had included the section about my 
grandmother. I explained that 1 had hoped that the story of my 
grandmother would reveal the kind of critical intelligence that may 
be reflective and introspective, but is so self-absorbed that it lacks 
the ethical component, the attention to the other, that would make 
it reflexive. Leah pointed to where my grandmother had written, "I 
belong to those who wrested the nation from the wilderness and 1 
am proud ofit," and said, 

"But your grandmother was a colonizerl" 
Leah was a passionate and knowledgable student ofpostcolonial 

literature. However, not being immersed in that particular discourse, 
colonizer was not a term 1 would have naturally used myself. Writ
ing more essayistically than academically, 1 thought I had implicitly 
revealed my grandmother's arrogance and appropriative nature. Ap
parently not. Leah felt that I should have specifically named my 
grandmother's behavior. 

I began to wonder. Had I been so focused on teasing out the dif
ferences between critics and critical thinkers and reflection and re
flexivity that 1 overlooked or ignored the colonial attitudes my 
grandmother exhibited? 

My grandmother's racism and classicism are easily detected 
with today's vigilant divining rods. But I find myself still hesitant to 
call her colonizer. The word itself is saturated with such signifi
cance today that it too easily eclipses her complexity and my con
flicting emotions about her. 1 never once saw Grandma pause to 
consider the implications of her words or actions toward another 
(although her diaries suggest that she might have regretted her 
tongue when it lashed out to those close to her). The way she talked 
about "wresting the country" from the Native Americans was the 
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way she talked (down) to and about everyone as far as I could tell. 
My mother always felt that Grandmother thought she (my mother) 
wasn't smart enough and her Kentucky roots weren't sophisticated 
enough for my father. As a child, I referred to her as my "mean 
grandma" to distinguish her from my other grandmother. Nonethe
less, I was fascinated by and drawn to her literacy. She was the only 
member of my family who read. She had a mind filled with histori
cal bric-a-brac-a fascinating jumble of places and dates: Gettys
burg, 1066, Little Big Horn; Grandpa Smith was born in 1818, the 
same year as Queen Victoria. And like a yard sale junkie, I scav
enged for odd bits and interesting stuff that I had no immediate use 
for, but nevertheless felt compelled to collect. My grandmother was 
quick with labels and judgments, and I don't want to consciously 
adopt her methods here. But now when I listen to the sound of my 
voice, I sometimes hear my grandma's self-righteous tones, a didac
tic and accusatory mode of discourse issuing from my lips, and I 
wonder exactly what it is I have collected from her. 

I became a teacher, or the reason I gave for becoming a teacher, was 
because I believed the schools stunted students' growth by not en
couraging them to search for their true potential. In a paper written 
for one of my first education courses in 1971, I worried about the 
loss of individuality in education. Interestingly, my suggestions 
then were not all that different than what they are now: I argued that 
teachers should "develop a tolerance for ambiguity and irresolu
tion, It that they "not force students to make a decision too quickly, It 

and that "new and applicable ideas must not be condemned too 
soon. It No wonder I would find the tentatives of process theories 
and pedagogies so attractive a decade later. 

What I thought were my isolated and unique concerns, ideas 
that showed I had escaped the conservative influence of my own 
education and culture. were probably evidence to the contrary. As 
an undergraduate student in the early 19708, I was being shaped by 
the political and ideological currents of the time. In his recent book, 
Fragments ajRationality, Lester Faigley notes that a number ofpop
ular critiques of American education emerged during the fifties and 
sixties (spurred on by the fear of communism) that pointed to grow- . 
ing concerns that our schools were "based on conformity and order 
rather than individualism and creativity" (1992, 56). My concerns 
about education and schooling now seem to be simply the concrete 
manifestation of this larger cultural suspicion. 

In a paper I wrote in 1974 for an undergraduate humanistic psy
chology class, I suggested that all people needed to make the' 
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dreams and goals become "a reality" was "a desire to work and a 
. courage and willingness to experiment." I wrote that an individual's 

ability to "change was hampered by a lack of awareness, lack of de
sire, and just plain old apathy and reluctance to change, especially 
if people are comfortable in their present conditions or if they fear 
they are losing a sentimental tradition." At any rate, I naively as
sumed that individuals could always change themselves and their 
worlds. Faigley suggests that my belief that I was capable of know
ing and critiquing my world-and changing it-reflects the: 

postmodem, free individual ofconsumer capitalism: one who can 
change identities at will because identities are acquired by what 
one consumes. The conception of the free individual is at the 
foundation of dominant American ideology because it promises to 
empower individuals through their choice of consumer goods and 
thus justifies the existing social order. Because the individual is 
said to be free to choose her or his 'lifestyle,' politics, religion, and 
occupation, as well·as which brand of soap to use, the poor are al
leged to choose to be poor (16-17). 

I wrote that "happiness is a state of mind that we controL We can 
decide to make ourselves miserable and let things bother us or we can 
decide to be happy and perceive ourselves as being so." In other 
words, we can just say no to misery or yes to happiness-it has noth
ing to do with the situation that precipitates our reactions. Work 
hard, have a positive attitude, and you'll succeed. At twenty-one, a 
year before I went to Australia, I see that I had absorbed a lot of my 
grandmother's "I'll do it myself, others be damned" notion of agency. 

I'd like to be able to say that I have rid myself of all my bour
geois and ready-made notions in the last twenty years. But that 
would not be true, possible, or even desirable. I'm still not sure how 
one can be a teacher and not believe that in spite of everything, in
dividuals do have some power to pull themselves up by their boot
straps and change. Otherwise, why bother with education? Instead, 
what I'm trying to show here is how my early thinking has contrib
uted to and been reinvented in my present ideas. 

Process theory legitimated the beliefs I already had. When I re
turned to graduate school in 1984, I entered the field of composition 
studies swept along behind "The Winds of Change: Thomas Kuhn 
and the Revolution in the Teaching of Writing," Maxine Hairston's 
influential 1982 essay, which proclaimed that a paradigm shift from 
product to process had occurred in the teaching and researching of 
writing. I didn't need too much convincing. Process theory con
firmed my negative assumptions about the fixed, the static, and the 
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inevitable, and sanctioned a way of being in the world that I was al
ready being. There was nothing radical in my embracing of process. 
In a response paper I wrote to John Dewey's Experience and Educa
tion in 1987, I noted that for most systems to operate efficiently, har
mony and balance were essential, but not so for education. I went so 
far as to suggest that education only occurs when the learner is 
slightly out of sync and off-center: 

[C]ontinual modulation ... allows for insight, for learning to occur 
... Just as the learner reaches for an answer that will bring her near 
center, another question must be ready to move her away from this 
stasis ... Knock the individual too far from center and she is left 
flailing in confusion. Keep her too close to center, she stagnates 
and education stops. Plato spoke of the soul being constantly in 
motion. Vygotsky noted the speed, velocity. and optimal distance 
from center-the proximal zone-in which this movement takes 
place. Dewey sees the shape and continuity of motion: the "active 
quest" to learn is a continuous spiral ... Process is another word 
for movement. 

Ironically, my belief in the necessity of ongoing inquiry and 
movement in itself might appear dangerously constant from what I 
have implied thus far. However, this conviction has undergone and 
(as I hope the following pages will demonstrate) continues to under
go reflexive scrutiny. I see that I eventually qualified this under
standing of the importance of continual process and change with 
ideas from the developmental psychologist, Robert Kegan, when, 
five years later, I wrote: 

Kegan helps me to see that movement "from center" is not simple, 
continuous, or linear. His notion of "balances" suggests that indi
viduals must return to center; it's only "stasis" if they retum to the 
same center. Our job as teachers may be to either (1) nudge stu
dents away from center or (2) help our students who are already 
"out there" return to different centers. 

In The Evolving Self (1982), Robert Kegan offers a model that en
visions development as a lifelong tension between autonomy and 
community. Each developmental position represents a temporary 
balance or resolution, an "evolutionary truce ... between the yearn
ings for inclusion and distinctness. Each balance resolves the ten
sion in a different way ... [I]t is because each of these temporary 
balances is slightly imbalanced that each is temporary" (108). This 
idea is similar to William James' notion of "flights and perches" an4 
Dewey's belief that inquiry leads to a ~'consummation" rather than· 
"cessation." Kegan's theory that development is not all process an~ 
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movement. but also includes periods of rest, helped me begin to re
think my fear of staying put as well as my hesitation for being in 
perpetual motion; it enabled me to see the importance of living in 
an idea long enough to be able to understand it. Kegan began to ex
plain why it makes a difference whether you experience a place as 
a tourist for three weeks or a resident for nine years. 

If process theory initially helped to loosen many people from 
their fixed traditions, postmodern theory seems to have ensured that 
they will stay adrift. Quoting from David Harvey's The Condition of 
Postmodernity (1989). Lester Faigley writes that "postmodernism 
swims, even wallows. in the fragmentary and the chaotic currents of 
change as if that is all there is" (1992,4). But maybe that is not all 
there is. 

Judith Kegan Gardiner (1993) offers a thorough critique of the 
"subject-in-process." Just as Robert Kegan's model depicts develop
ment as alternating periods of evolutionary movement with periods of 
"evolutionary truce," Gardiner writes: "That people change is a fact. 
But that does not mean they must always be in the process of chang
ing or afraid of any fixation or attachment" (309). She observes that the 

emphasis on process ... depends on an implied opposition of pro
cess to product in which process is validated as active and chang
ing as opposed to a static and reified commodity ... and so 
reinforces the connotation that "process" is inherently progres
sive. This connotation rests on the belief that change is always for 
the best since the status quo is assumed to be a total oppressive 
system (305). 

Furthermore, Gardiner notes that process doesn't necessarily imply 
progressive transformation from one state to another, but can mean 
endless repetition designed to delay progress and avoid substantive 
change or decisive action: "If the continual overthrow of everything 
is the only goal, then one doesn't need to figure out what our spe
cific problems are or what institutional transformations might solve 
them" (313). 

So while process theory may have often lacked a critical reflex
ivity, the spiraling turns of postmodernism might be criticized for 
being hyperreflexive. Reflexivity-the turning back on oneself-in
terrupts the flow of change long enough for us to examine it. By the 
same token, unceasingly turning back on ourselves just about guar
antees that we won't get anywhere. How could I ensure that a pro
cess of change would be reflexive without being hyperreflexive? In 
hindsight, I see my solution was to reconceive process as dialecti
cal. as bidirectional, rather than unidirectional. 



22 Understanding Reflexivity 

In a paper I wrote in 1990 called "From Dialogue to Dialectic," I 
reenvisioned education, not as a linear process that separates indi
viduals from their former selves, but as a dialectical process that 
allows students to "mediate oppositions" and explore connections 
between abstract ideas and lived worlds by going between. I wrote: 

As teachers, the best thing we can do for our students is accustom 
them to this flux and flow, and encourage them into the uncertain 
and beckoning spaces of "between." Through dialogue with them
selves and with others, our students can learn to negotiate their 
way onto firmer ground. And once there. we must ensure that the 
dialogue continues as all of us. teachers and students. reexamine 
our positions. 

The problem with such a theory is that many students try to arrive 
without having travelled through this dialectical process first. They 
attempt to bypass the messiness and uncertainty of between, and 
like the six blind men of Indostan, remain blind to other perspec
tives as well as their own positioning: 

It was six blind men of Indostan
 
To learning much inclined,
 
Who went to see the elephant
 
(Though all of them were blind).
 
That each by observation
 
Might satisfy his mind ...
 

In this poem, John Godfrey Saxe explajns how the six blind men 
of Indostan each touch a different part of an elephant's body, the leg, 
trunk, tail, torso, ear, and tusk. and each. on the basis of his individual 
observation, reaches a different conclusion. The elephant, it seems, is 
like a tree, a snake, a rope, a wall, a fan, and a spear. The poem ends 
with each blind man arguing for his version of the elephant: 

And so these men of Indostan
 
Disputed loud and long.
 
Each in his own opinion
 
Exceedingly stiff and strong,
 
Though each was partly in the right.
 
And all were in the wrong.
 

My students often read this poem as confirmation of their relativ
ism that "everyone is entitled to their own opinion" or that "there is 
no such thing as objective reality." When I first read this poem many 
years ago, I saw it as a parody of the scientific method. Empiricism· 
was not infallible, and generalizing the whole on the basis of the parts 
sometimes can lead to humorous distortion and senseless argument. 

As a teacher, however, I have come to understand that parts and 
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approximations are usually all we have to construct an understand
ing or make a judgment about our subject of inquiry. Rarely are we 
ever positioned to see the elephant in its entirety or complexity dur
ing our first, isolated encounter with it, but rarely are we taught to 
acknowledge the limits of our initial perspectives. Nor are our 
courses set up to allow students or teachers time to linger, chat, or 
return later for another look. Our schools are designed for covering 
the elephant, not uncovering it. The rush to closure abbreviates 
thinking and curtails further inquiry. And the pressure students 
sometimes feel to name the elephant (so they can quickly move on 
to the next subject) replaces any desire for learning about it. My stu
dents, like these learned blind men "each in his own opinion ex
ceedingly stiff and strong," are often more focused on persuading 
others as to the correctness of their conclusions, rather than explor
ing the tensions in their different perspectives and really under
standing the elephant, the subject at hand. And so, this parable now 
seems to speak of politics and power as much as it does epistemology. 
This objectivist way of knowing is not only cognitively inadequate, 
it seems adversarial and ethically bereft as well. As Parker Palmer 
notes, "Once the objectivist has 'the facts,' no listening is required, 
no other points of view are needed. The facts are, after all, the facts. 
All that remains is to bring others into conformity with objective 
'truth'" (1983, 68). 

A few years ago, when I was trying to formulate a definition of 
critical thinking, I wrote that "thinking critically involves the ability 
to step outside of one position, not only for the purpose of entering 
and understanding and assessing another position, but also for the 
purpose of seeing the original on a new or fuller way." By this defi
nition, these six blind men of Indostan, like my Grandmother Qual
ley, are not critical thinkers, and they certainly are not learners for 
they can not step outside of their own limited perspective. They are 
not interested in understanding or making sense. But if I may bor
row from Elizabeth Minnich, making sense captures a kind of intel
lectual and ethical relationship between knowers and knowledge 
that is both open and critical. Minnich writes in the opening chap
ter of Transforming Knowledge (1990), 

I realized that the praise I sought ... was "This makes sense. Of 
course. It really is obvious, isn't it:' That was what I wanted, not 
to be "right, but to simply be part of a common effort to make 
sense. Making sense meant that I had found and spoken with what 
people were thinking in a way that made even new thoughts their 
own. That is the kind of thinking, the kind of relationship-politi
cal and moral as well as intellectual-in which I believe (6). 



24 Understanding Reflexivity 

Suppose these blind men had operated under a different set of 
rules, one that didn't require them to be right but to "be part of a 
common effort to make sense." What if these blind men had seen 
their first conclusions as tentative, partial, approximate, and open 
to further examination? What if they had engaged in dialogue with 
each other and with themselves? Would they have succeeded in 
making sense and deepening their understanding of the elephant? 
Rather than bombarding each other with their findings, what if they 
had examined their own location and then attempted to explain 
how they had arrived at their conclusions? Perhaps then their dis
cussion would have been, in philosopher Ann Seller's words, more 
"epistemologically effective and less politically coercive" (1988, 
177). Allowing for multiple subjective (and reflexive) perspectives, 
rather than precluding the possibility of knowledge, might have 
pushed the blind men closer to realizing the elephant in all its true 
wall/snake!spearfrope/fan/tree complexity. 

Finally, what if our scientists had done as psychoanalyst and 
feminist critic Jessica Benjamin (1988) suggests and adopted: 

some of the quality Keats demanded for poetry-negative capabil
ity[?] The theoretical equivalent oft~t ability to face mystery and 
uncertainty "without any irritable reaching after fact and reason" 
would be the effort to understand the contradictions of fact and 
reason without any irritable reaching after one side at the expense 
of the other (my emphasis, 10). 

In the next three chapters, I will show how such a pedagogy 
might work to develop more complex forms of understanding with 
composition students. But before I turn to a more lengthy and fo
cused examination of my students' work, I want to briefly look at the 
role subjectivity plays in both understanding (the elephant) as well 
as our own assumptions. As Parker Palmer notes, "The knower who 
advances most rapidly toward the heart of truth is one who not only 
asks 'What is out there?' in each encounter with the world, but one 
who asks 'What does this encounter reveal about me?'" (1983, 60). ' 

The Importance ofSubjectivity 

According to Jay Ruby, interest in reflexivity in research is connect
ed to "the restoration of subjectivity as a serious attitude, a basis for 
gaining knowledge and evaluating it, a ground for making decisions 
and taking action" (1982, 7). As a teacher, I have always intuitively 
understood that my subjectivity was important because I've known 
there could be no such thing as a teacher-proof method. Teachers 
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need to combine their subjective experience with the objective facts 
at hand to achieve what Louise Phelps (after Aristotle) calls "practi
cal wisdom" (1991). The process of adapting theory to fit the needs 
of individual students in specific contexts requires judgment. And 
judgment, of course, requires subjectivity. What is a judgment call, 
after all, but an acknowledgment that understanding will not come 
from the objective facts of the situation alone; a human agent is 
needed to make sense of the facts. Like the ethnographer, the teach
er's subjectivity is "an instrument of observation and interpretation" 
(Holzman 1993, 2). 

Students also need to learn to use their subjectivity as an instru
ment of interpretation. Irene Papoulis (1993) echoes some of my 
own feelings as a teacher when she writes: "I am dismayed by the 
infectiousness of the notion that to think well in a discipline one 
must put aside one's subjective reactions to academic material" 
(133). Students do need to take their subjectivity into account to 
"think well in a discipline," if thinking well means constructing 
one's own thoughtful understanding of the subject matter, But like 
any instrument of interpretation, our subjectivity is capable of see
ing some things but not others. That is why this subjectivity needs 
to be a reflexive subjectivity. 

The following essay illustrates just how a student draws on his 
subjectivity to deepen his sense of an academic subject as well as 
his own experience. In this essay, which is both an example and a 
discussion of how subjectivity and objectivity work together, Chad 
combines knowledge learned from his major, social philosophy, 
with the personal circumstances of his own life to form a more com
plex understanding of what education means. 

Chad's Essay: "Head and Heart" 

"Head and Heart," Chad's ten page essay, begins with the sentence, 
"I started attending college so I could get a better job." But he tells 
us that after he was in school, "I saw that the real reason I was there 
was to feed a starved intellect, lift a sagging ego, and find my heart." 
Chad explains that growing up with an abusive -father taught him 
some unique survival strategies: 

When the violence was upon us I would use my intellect to put a 
buffer between me and it ... When your father tells you that you 
are a piece of crap, only not so nicely, you have to say the right 
things in response so the verbal attack will not escalate into a beat
ing ... It was safe to live inside my head. Since I defended myself 
daily, the intensity of thought combined with having to constantly 
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analyze the situation led to a mind that could handle such inten
sity and [one that] would often overanalyze ... My survival came 
from a qUick response that came from my head. 

The emotional bracketing of his own subjectivity that he learned to 
do as a child led him to major in philosophy. Chad notes that at first 
he sought refuge in safe abstractions because of the abstract way he 
had learned to relate to the world growing up. 

As a child, I heard words used in church like love, forgiveness and 
father. In my home the meanings of these were different. At home 
father meant pain. In church father meant love. The only way to 
rectify my perception of the world when the language applied to 
the actions did not correspond to the language and actions ofout
side sources was through abstractions. 

Chad's education, however, provides him with another way to use 
his ability to theorize and abstract. "I use education to find and cre
ate meaning in my world. To do this, I have to apply the concepts to 
my life." Instead of separating him from the circumstances of his 
life, he finds that he can now use his thinking to reconnect him to 
life-a realization my grandmother probably never made. 

Echoing Parker Palmer's belief that "the shape of our knowledge 
becomes the shape of our living" (1983,21), Chad observes that 
"how we relate to the world is determined by how we think about 
the world." Because he has discovered how the events and circum
stance of his own life have contributed to the way he thinks and 
feels about his world, he begins to see that the ideas in the texts that 
he reads are not simply abstractions, but might also represent the 
accumulation of meaning from the author's lived experience. 

When I read a text I try to see how the author thinks and feels 
about his or her world. The words the author gives me are alive 
with the accumulation of meaning inherited from other authors 
and his or her contributions to life. 

Chad's terms for the dialectical interplay between objectivity 
and subjectivity are "head and heart." He doesn't forsake his objec
tivity. He doesn't replace reason with feeling, or theory with experi
ence; rather he shows how head and heart must work together and 
why theory needs to be grounded, lived, felt, experienced. The ac
tivities of "writing, talking to another person, rereading, and think
ing are ways to clarify my thoughts. They help me to understand my 
heart through my head and my head through my heart." 

Theory is necessary because it is "a way to uncover or rediscover 
our hearts." At the same time, theory can shield Chad from his. 
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heart. As a child of an abusive father, he learned to distance himself 
from his heart, and he admits, "I've found that when my heart is too 
heavy with grief or sorrow ... I use my intellect to hide away, much 
like I did as a child." The only difference is now he is aware of the 
effect of his actions on himself and on others: 

[When] I let my head control my actions I ... usually project my 
low self-esteem onto others by talking down to them or by shutting 
them off in conversation. But when I use my head and heart to
gether, I can put myself in their place and empathize with them. 

For Chad then, "the separation of head and heart can't be allowed." 
Objective knowledge (in Chad's words, abstraction, theory, concept, 
intellectualization) is necessary but insufficient for his understand
ing and for his (moral and political) being in the world of others. As 
Palmer notes, "[t]he way we interact with the world in knOWing it 
becomes the way we interact with the world as we live in it. ... 
[Olur epistemology is quietly transformed into our ethic" (1983, 21). 

Lorraine Code: Taking Subjectivity into Account 

In her book, What Can She Know (1991) and her essay, "Taking Sub
jectivity into Account" (1993), feminist philosopher Lorraine Code 
argJIes that "knowledge is, necessarily and inescapably, the product 
of an intermingling of subjective and objective elements" (1991, 30). 
Code's assumptions about knowledge not only mirror what Chad 
has discovered in his essay, I believe they also describe the ways 
many (reading and writing) teachers think about understanding and 
learning. In this chapter, I have tried to show how my understand
ing of reflexivity is also a product of an intermingling of subjective 
and objective elements. I should clarify at the outset, that Code's 
conception of knowing seems more in keeping with my notion of 
understanding. For many people, knowing and understanding are 
interchangeable terms. People talk about specific kinds of knowing 
and knowers, e.g., women's ways of knowing or teacher knowing. I 
have opted to describe the product generated by knowers in re
sponse to themselves and their worlds as understanding. The pro
cess I see is also one of understanding or making sense. When I say 
that subjectivity is important for making sense, readers need to bear 
in mind I am making a distinction between knowing and under
standing. To know Plato's concept of the dialectic may not require 
subjectivity. I believe that to understand what this knowledge means 
does. To understand or make sense, a knower must be actively en
gaged in constructing meaning for him or herself. For the most part, 
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I have tried to not use the term knowing or conflate it with under
standing or learning. However, here, in discussing Code's work, I 
use her terms. 

I remember once when I approached my undergraduate physics 
teacher for help, he said: "Good God girl! The facts are right there in 
the book." But they were not in my book. I couldn't see them, al
though my professor, operating under the same paradigm as the six 
blind men, seemed to think that the facts of physics p were there for 
any subject-knower s to discern. Traditionally, Code explains, epis
temologists have used (objective) knowledge of everyday objects 
(things that can be known by perception and observation from a dis
tance) as the paradigm case of knowing. In theory, a knower should 
be able to fill the role of s and still discern the same facts p. The 
knower's subjectivity is not at issue. In practice, subjectivity is at is
sue. As teachers know, learning and knowledge making for many of 
us are not so clean and simple. Lorraine Code notes that while the 
facts may be "there, present for analysis ... [they] may mean differ
ent things to different people, affect some people profoundly and 
others not at all" (1991, 45-46). For Code, then, facts are both sub
jective and objective: "[Olbjectivity requires taking subjectivity into 
account" (1993, 32). She reminds us that the circumstances ofknow
ers, e.g., their historical, cultural, geographical, and politicalloca
tion, their creativity, motivation, and passions, must all be 
considered. 

Code maintains that the ways in which we come to know hu
man beings have at least as much claim to being the Rosetta stone 
of epistemological analysis as does the way we come to know inan
imate objects. Her reasons are instructive for those of us engaged in 
the human arts and sciences. The kind of knowledge necessary for 
knowing people requires more than objective perception of the 
facts. As Code notes, "we can know all the facts about someone" and 
still we "would not know her as the person she is. No more can 
knowing all the facts about oneself, past and present, guarantee self 
knowledge (1991,40). I would argue that in the same way, I can 
know all the facts about physics and still not understand physics. 
The six blind men can know the facts of the elephant and still not 
see the elephant. Chad can use his head to abstract or intellectual
ize, but as he says, his understanding is not complete. 

Code also observes that knowledge of other people develops 
over time and this kind of knowledge "admits of degrees in ways 
knowing that the book is [the color] red does not" (1991, 37). This 
conception of knowledge fits with my understanding of teaching 
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and learning. Knowledge of my subject~readingand writing-is 
not an all or nothing knowledge. It accrues gradually through in
struction, experience, and reflection on that experience. And like 
knowledge of people, knowledge of reading and writing is never 
final or complete. It requires constant learning and revision (which 
is one of the reasons, for example, Donald Murray says he continues 
to write-writing is a subject one never masters). Likewise, knowing 
people, "precisely because of the fluctuations and contradictions of 
subjectivity, is an ongoing, communicative, interpretive process. It 
can never be fixed or complete: any fixity that one might claim ... 
is at best a fixity in flux" (1991. 38). In other words, we can never 
say we know another person with the same degree of certainty that 
we can know the book is red. 

Acquiring knowledge of other people (like acquiring knowledge 
of the self) is a slow, tentative process and is "open to negotiation 
between knower and 'known', where the 'subject' and 'object' posi
tions are always, in principle, exchangeable" (Code 1991, 38). Thus, 
we can see how knowing becomes a bidirectional process in which 
botb knower and knm,\Tn are implicated. As Code notes, even "know
ing other people peripherally cannot be unresponsive, emotionless, 
neutral" (1991, 51). In addition, this kind of interpretive, dialogic, 
never-complete approach to the getting of knowledge seems to offer 
"a safeguard against dogmatism and rigidity" (1991, 38). 

By examining what is involved in the process of knowing other 
people, we begin to understand why Code argues that "subjectiVity 
has always to be taken into account in making and assessing knowl
edge claims of any complexity" (1993, 39). Specifically, the know
er's subjectivity needs to be H a situated, self-critical, socially 
produced subjectivity, yet one that can intervene in and be account
able for its positioning" (1991, 82). It also needs to be a reflexive 
subjectivity, because reflexivity provides a way for knowers to mon
itor and analyze their own subjectivity. Furthermore, if the knower 
plays a self-critical role in the making of knowledge, as Code sug
gests, then it would seem cognitive agency also entails some kind of 
ethical responsibility. As Code notes, "knowing well is a matter of 
both moral-political and of epistemic concern" (1991, 72). 

Code's theories of knowledge supply an epistemological ratio
nale for what both writers and teachers seem to have realized intu
itively (but more than likely have learned from experience): the 
student/writer/reader's subjectivity is needed to see the elephant, to 
translate knowledge and fact into meaning and understanding. This 
process is always provisional and is never a straightforward or neu
tral endeavor. As ethnographer Alan Peshkin notes, ignoring subjec
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tivity doesn't make you a "value-free participant observer, merely an 
empty headed one" (1988b, 280). I don't want my students or my
self to be empty-headed depositories of Freirian banking theories of 
education, or arrogant, blind, and distanced observers. As human 
agents, we need to be aware of how we are making sense. 

Notes 
1. I refer only to the family I perceived while growing up. Like many 

women, my mother has become more radical (although she would not use 
that term to describe herself) and more outspoken with age. 


