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What Counts as Writing? An Argument from Engineers' Practice

Dorothy A. Winsor

Imagine that you are a researcher who has decided to investigate writing in different
disciplines including engineering. An engineering professor has agreed to allow you access
to the writing his students do in class, and you are watching a group of them take a test. Their
pencils are in constant motion, and you eagerly anticipate that you will have much material to
work with. What disappointment you feel when you finally look over the examination papers
and find that the students were using their pencils to enter multiple-choice letters or perhaps
even to fill in circles on a computer grading sheet. Sadly, you conclude that answering one
essay question at the end of the test was the only writing the engineering students did. The
next day you travel to a manufacturing plant to interview an engineer about the writing that
goes on there. The pile of papers on her desk raises your hopes for a moment, but you are
disappointed again as she shows them to you: a computer printout listing parts that have been
rejected this week, a form on which a dock worker has checked off shipments as they were
received, graphs comparing this month's productivity with last month's. You begin to wonder
if perhaps your research project is ill-founded. Suppose, however, that you are having
problems not because no writing is being done but because your own background prevents
you from recognizing writing when it occurs. After all, when we writing researchers look at
writing in other areas, we bring with us an idea of writing that reflects our own practice, our
own discourse community. Perhaps we are ethnocentrically assuming that the only
documents that should count as writing are those that most resemble the traditional English
essay.

I would like to argue that the documents I have mentioned above are writing. My argument
attempts to add to the kinds of documents seen as worth studying in the discipline loosely
known as English. Over the last twenty years, we have moved from thinking that only
literature is worth studying to including student writing, business writing, technical writing,
and so on as part of our field of study. I think we have to extend our attention to documents
which are even less literature-like. Calling these documents "writing" has consequences for
our understanding of both writing and the various fields in which it occurs. As Lisa Ede and
Andrea Lunsford point out, "We name in order to know, but that naming inevitably limits our
knowing. . . . Definitions of writing, of course, reflect a set of ideological assumptions that
we ignore only at our peril" (15). The ideological assumptions we ignore here have to do
with how knowledge is created and how much control individuals have over their own
knowing. Ideology leads both us and engineers to deny that writing has occurred in much
engineering practice.

In this paper, I would like to examine some of that ideology. I think that there are at least
three ideas that make us resist redefining the documents I have described as writing. First, we
believe that when we write, we freely create meaning. Second, we believe that writing
requires the direct presence of a human being. And third, we believe that writing necessarily
involves words. In this paper, I am going to argue that none of these things is essential to
writing. Clinging to these assumptions keeps us from even seeing that writing occurs in



certain areas and keeps us from understanding the nature of the writing we do acknowledge,
including our own.

The Free Creation of Meaning

Traditionally, many people have believed that when we really write something, we think it
up all on our own and do creative, original, individual work. To some degree, this is the myth
of the self-made individual that James Catano critiques in "The Rhetoric of Masculinity:
Origins, Institutions, and the Myth of the Self-Made Man." This myth says that if we are
strong enough, we can have control over ourselves and our lives. It ignores such matters as
cultural training and institutional determination. Catano argues that this myth affects our
teaching of composition, notably in the devaluation of transactional or instrumental writing
and the valorization of self-expressive writing whose content is taken to come from the true
inner self of the writer. Catano points to Elbow, Macrorie and Coles as theorists whose work
sometimes seems to espouse this myth. This belief in the individual as the sole originator of
his or her thought and language makes us reject fill-in-the-blank test answers as writing
because what the student records on paper is so highly constrained.

As we know, however, the meaning any of us can make when we write is always constrained
to one degree or another. Freedom to create meaning is never absolute because we always
operate in communities that shape what we can say in a comprehensible way. In Invention as
a Social Act, Karen LeFevre discusses the relationship between social context and the
origination of thought and language. LeFevre points out that thought does not happen in a
vacuum. Any thought we might have is made easier or harder by the discourse community in
which we operate. Thus, for instance, one of the reasons I can write this essay is that I've read
LeFevre's book and articles and books by other scholars. They make it possible for me to
think what I think, and their past work is also part of what makes it possible for readers of
this essay to recognize and understand what I say. Moreover, thought is also shaped by
language which is by definition social. The idea that language is a veil for thought or that
thought is prior to language is probably false. Thus, to quote LeFevre, "Invention is social in
that even while it occurs in an individual, it is heavily influenced by that individual's
relationship to others through the social entity of language as well as through social
structures, forms, purposes, and practices" (119-20). What I can think and therefore what I
can write are always constrained by context.

On the other hand, LeFevre also says that invention is dialectical, "in that the inventing
individual(s) and the socioculture are co-existing and mutually defining" (35). In other
words, the discourse community I belong to shapes my thought and language, but then the
way I think, speak, and write shapes the community in turn (Doheny-Farina). Culture shapes
the individual, and the individual shapes culture with the amount of influence either has
varying from situation to situation.

When we look at what a student does in short answer tests or at what a dock worker does
making check marks on a form at work, what we see is a great deal of culture shaping
individual invention and a minimal amount of individual input shaping the surrounding
culture. It is probably no accident that some of the most constrained writing is done by
students and fairly low-level employees. When students write test answers, particularly but
not only if they are in short answer form, the only choice the students have is whether to
acquiesce in the discourse community's way of knowing. They are not so much creating or
communicating disciplinary knowledge as they are creating themselves as members of the
community. Until they have written themselves as community members, they can't have
much influence on the community. Novices must mark themselves as community members
by knowing and saying the right things before they can make new contributions to the
discourse community's conversation. Similarly, employees filling in forms do so in a context
in which the organization has severely limited the kind of meaning it is interested in. The
individual who wishes to remain an employee has to function within those limitations.






