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Conversations about Writing mentions Michael
Polanyi only occasionally (203, 313, 331); from his
son John, it includes amere two brief pieces (313-4),
both of them after-dinner talks. The nomenclature of
Polanyian epistemol ogy isabsent fromitspages. Still,
thisbook isasignificant contribution to Polanyi stud-
ies.

Onfirst glancethebook ismerely another rheto-
ric/reader, oneamong myriadscompiledfor consump-
tion in first-year composition courses. Such books
(and courses) usually havethemodest aim of manufac-
turing quasi-respectable academic essays and other
papers. This book has the customary contents and
apparatus—a“ Quick Reference” on punctuation and
another on clausal rel ationships, addresses of support-
ive web sites, contentsin eight chapters (or “ Conver-
sations) of thetwo authors’ writing adviceand assign-
ments, aswell astheir commentariesbracketingawide
variety of published essays by established writers
(withafew samplestudent essaysthrownin). Suchfare
typicaly is intended to give composition students
well-intentioned guidance on writing and topics to
write in their own essays. Asatypical textbook, this
oneinvitesafewtrivial quibbles: | wishtheessayshad
atypefaceabit different fromtheauthors' contexts; it
can be difficult to tell which iswhich. To signal an
elipsis, what might bethedifferencebetween“*” and
“***7 9 The epigraphswhich open each Conversation
aswell asin-text citationsareincluded in the bibliog-
raphy, but | wish they werein theindex aswell.

Such quibbles aside, this is an important book,

andnoinitial glancecanbegintodoitjustice. Thevery
title hintsthe book’ s significance, as doesits subtitle,
“Eavesdropping, Inkshedding, and Joining In.” Be-
ginning with an OED-informed “Riff on Eavesdrop-
ping,” readersareinvitedtobecome"abold someone
tryingtostay dry outsideinthecoldwhilelisteningfor
useful news or stories or information....” (v) But we
are quickly invited to become “inkshedders’ also,
doing “an informal kind of writing-to-learn, throw-
away writing that you do in order to make something
happen inside your head or inside the heads of others
asyou try to figure something out.” (4) And “joining
in” isaninvitationto usindeed tojoinin, tojoinina
conversation about writing, especially our own. We
hear, remarkably and refreshingly, “You are the only
true expert on your own writing [though you] may not
yet fully and consciously know what you know (or trust
it); you may not yet be in full possession of your
expertise.” (2, emphasisin origina) The subject of
thisbook isnotjust “writing” ; itsessaysarenot merely
“about” writing (and language). The intent instead is
indeed to engage usin conver sationswhose subject is
writing, conversationsinformed by recent thought and
scholarship, conversations whose intent is that we
reflect on our writing, both its processes and its prod-
ucts, suchthat wedowriting with ever-greater compe-
tence and confidence in our own expertise.

In academic circles, serious conversations on
writing and writing pedagogy are only some forty
yearsold, as Sargent and Paraskevasrightly indicate.
Until recently, thebusinessof writing instruction (one
could hardly call it a“field,” much less an academic
“discipline”) hasbeen dominated by aview of writing
left over from the Enlightenment: writing was essen-
tialy if not exclusively “managerial,” a matter of
putting into acceptable words and sentences matters
whose “truths” had been somehow aready estab-
lished, prior to andindependent of writing or any other
acts of language. Of writing itself, there was nothing
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much to be known. Thus, anyone could teach writing;
writing teachersfound themselvesclinging tenuously
tothelowest rungsof theacademicladder, poorly paid
gate-keepers to cleanse the academic world of those
whose usage might belinguistically embarrassing. (In
theearly 70's, for instance, | wassummonedto astate-
wide assemblage of Composition Directors. Asa“get
acquainted” activity, each of us was asked for the
flunk-out rates of our first-year English courses. As
quickly becameapparent, theguiding assumptionwas
that thehigher afailurerate, the better job that institu-
tion must be doing.) As one early scholar of those
timeslamentedinprint, first-year compositionwasthe
course where students were not taught how to write
better, but merely expected to.

Through recent decades, however,amongcircles
of teachers and scholars the conversations on writing
have become remarkably insightful, sustained, and
important. These contemporary conversations (which
alsoturnout to beancient conversations, aswelearnto
read the old Greek and Roman texts with newly-
opened eyes) undergird the “writing-across-the-cur-
riculum” (or “writing-to-learn™) movement in Ameri-
can higher education. We are learning to re-see writ-
ing, not merely as arrangements of scribal markson a
page, but as distinctive and vitally-important human
action. In the essaysit includes, the guidance and the
bibliography which its authors provide, Conversa-
tions about Writing offers practicing and prospective
teachers, of whatever disciplines, an efficient and fine
way to“eavesdrop” on such important conversations.
What's more, the tone is refreshingly Canadian: the
book isboth more earnestly attentive to the dynamics
of actual writing and less arcane or agonistic than
similar works in the United States have tended to
become. While the book takes its bearings from the
work of important recent scholars—among them Janet
Emig, Nancy Sommers, Sondra Perl, and especialy
Peter Elbow — it does not genuflect before most-
currently-fashionableof scholarly mavensof thefield.
(In the United States at |east, afield’ s emerging aca
demic respectability does haveitsprice.) Instead, via
thepiecesit anthol ogizes, thebook offersitsreadersan
apprenticeship from practicing, serious (but never
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self-important) writers reflecting on the writing they
do.

Theprimary audiencefor thebook isstudents; its
basi cintent, to teach them (or, much moreaccurately,
to help them learn) to be better writers, taking seri-
ously and building upon their natural abilities aslan-
guage-using persons. Students are guided through
eight chapter-length “Conversations’ In each, stu-
dentsareinvited to “eavesdrop” by reading pertinent
professional (and some student) essays. There are no
“guestions at the end” to check on students' compre-
hension. I nstead, preceding theessaysare promptsfor
pertinent “inksheddings.” That is, avital dimension of
each Conversationistoevokewhat studentsbringtoit,
fromtheir ownlived experience, expertise, and articu-
lation. Each Conversation ends with “Essay ldeas’
pertinent to that section and, more important, “New
Practicesto TakeForward”; thatis, exemplary writing
practices that students have now exercised and are
invited to make habitual. Throughout the book and
without any hint of condescension, theintentistodraw
students into serious conversations about writing, by
listening into (and joining into) written conversations
that professionals have been having about student
writing and by articulating their own experienceswith
andinsightsintowriting, thereby fashioning their own
expertise.

The novel and vital presumptionisthat itisvia
such conversations, with otherswhomwemestinprint
and still otherswithwhomwemeet moreimmediately
as members of a community of inquirers and with
ourselves, that we learn.

The eight Conversations begin, instructively,
with one on “Life Without Language.” There among
others we hear from Helen Keller (and her teacher
Anne Sullivan); from Malcolm X, on his deliberate
acquisition of written language; from Eva Hoffman,
reflecting decades later on her arrival in Canadaasa
small child speaking only Polish. (In her newly-
learned English words “the signifier has become sev-
ered fromthesignified.... ‘River’ in Englishiscold—
awordwithout anaura. It hasno accumul ated associa-



tionsfor me, andit doesnot giveoff theradiating haze
of connotation. It doesnot evoke.... | havenointerior
language, and without it, interior images, — those
imagesthroughwhichweassimilatetheexternal world,
through whichwetakeit in, loveit, makeit our own—
become blurred too” [42-3]).

Succeeding Conversationsarepredictableintheir
succession of topics, fromthewriting process, expl or-
atory writing and invention, issues of avowedly aca
demicwriting, of grammar, of organizationand genre,
and finaly on distinguishing between revision and
proofreading. But each Conversation challenges, ask-
ing us to entertain perspectives which will be new to
most students and to many instructors. Thus for in-
stancetheConversationon“academicwriting” begins
by asking, “Do you know what your theory of knowl-
edgeis?’ Itthen briefly presentsaview of knowledge
associally constructed by arguing Thereisno knowl-
edge anywhere that was not shaped, created, or up-
held by human beings) (177, emphasisintheoriginal).
In doing so, the conversation invites us to consider
academic writing asinvolving usin “aweb of social
obligations’ (179). Similarly, the Conversation on
“grammar” cites some of the voluminous research on
thefutility of isolated grammar exercisesinimproving
student writing, invitesusto consider theinnategram-
mar each of us has re-invented by virtue of being
human, and offers uswaysto consider “grammar” as
ranges of stylistic and rhetorical choice we can exer-
cisewithincreasing effectiveness. And the Conversa-
tionon* Organizationand Genre” invitesusto think of
awriting’ sorganizationintermsof timerather thanas
some spatially-based structure.

| have acknowledged that Conver sations about
Writing barely mentions the name “Polanyi,” yet |
have al so claimed that the book isasignificant contri-
bution to Polanyi studies. That it is, and in two re-
spects. One of thishook’ sauthors, Elizabeth Sargent,
inadditiontobeingathoroughly dedicatedteacher and
scholar of writing, isalso aremarkably able scholar of
Michael Polanyi’ sthought. (See her article, Elizabeth
Wallaceetal., “Polanyian Perspectivesonthe Teach-
ing of Literature and Composition,” Tradition and

Discovery, 17(1990-91),4-17.) Viatheauthors words
andtheanthol ogized essays, informing Conver sations
about Writing throughout are such central Polanyian
concepts as indwelling, inquiry, community, and of
course, articulation. Though its debts to Michael
Polanyi remaintacit, thisbook isdeeply informedwith
Polanyi’ swork.

| well recall thecomplaint which Polanyi himself
voiced at the 1972 Dayton conference: scholars gath-
ered there were spending their efforts attending to his
work rather than fromit; he urged them instead to be
seekingout hiswork’ simplicationsand applicationsin
their respectiveareas of inquiry. Conver sationsabout
Writing doesthat; it thoughtfully attendsfromPolanyi’ s
philosophy. Indoing so, Conver sationsabout Writing
offersreaders of thisjournal an extended pedagogical
examplewhich they would find instructive, no matter
the field of their own writing and teaching.

This book significantly contributes to Polanyi
studies in another arena as well, that of teachers and
scholarsof writingand writing-across-the-curriculum.
Many such readers will find much of this book’s
advice familiar; though informed here (tacitly) by
Polanyi, it has also been hard-won through recent
decades’ teaching, reflecting and, yes, conversing.
Their pedagogical —and epistemic—battlesremain far
from won in the halls of academe. Many of these
practitionersareso consumed“inthetrenches’ of their
arduousteaching that they arelargely ignorant of their
work’ s philosophic foundations, and they face oppo-
nents who can be quick to claim that there are none.
Conversationsabout Writing helpsgivethelieto such
presumptions. Thereareimportant philosophical foun-
dations for much of the best that writing teachers do,
and much of thosefoundationsistobeunearthedinthe
insights of Michael Polanyi.

One of those foundations s, quite simply, con-
versation. While for over a decade | worked with
faculty from across my own university campus, one
colleague in particular kept reminding me: what next
steps can we take to keep the conversations going?
That isakey question for all of us; itisachallenging
one, oneto which Conver sationsabout Writing repre-
sentsasignificant contribution.

Sam Watson
sdwatson@email.uncc.edu
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Robert B. Laughlin. ADifferent Universe: Reinventing Physics
from the Bottom Down. New York: Basic Books, 2005. Pp
xviii+254. 1SBN 0-465-03828-X. $26.00, hardback.

A book by the physicist awarded theNobd Prizefor his
work on the fractiond quantum Hall effect? It soundslike it
might beinsightful, but also probably dry and daunting. Well,
it is extremdy indghtful and sometimes challenging, but
certanly not dry or inaccessible.  Laughlin, a Professor of
Physicsa Stanford, writesmuchmoreinthelight-hearted spirit
of Richard Feynman than in the turgid prose of too many
physcigs. And like Feynman's books, this is an important
work.

One question that Laughlin engages throughout this
work is whether physical law emerges from principles of
organization, or whether organization is the product of these
laws. He mentionsdiscussing thisissuewith hisfather-in-law
while“working onacoupleof ginand tonicsin order to escape
discussing movies of emationd depth with our wives’ (xi).
Laughlinrecognizesthisisasort of chickenand eggsproblem,
but he argues passonately and, | think successfully, that
empiricaly observableorganizationgivesusafar morerdiable
fix onredlity than reasonrelyingonlawsor anandyssof parts.
“Lawinsteadfollowsfromcollectivebehavior, asdothingsthat
flow fromit, such aslogic and mathematics’ (209). Laughlin
can thus be seen as a highly sophigticated adherent of British
and American empiricism in contrast to continentd rationd-
ism.

ADifferent Universedemongtratesthat physicsneed not
bereductiveinitsgpproach. Whenweknow thelawsthrough
which some collective, emergent level works, thelaws of the
deeper levels upon which the emergent whole depends can be
ignored. Laughlin statesthat “ sciencehasnow moved froman
Agedf Reductionismtoan Ageof Emergence, atimewhenthe
searchfor ultimate causes of things shiftsfrom the behavior of
partsto the behavior of the collective’ (208).

Well, many have joined Polanyi in trumpeting the
importance of emergence, but what makes Laughlin’s book
stand out isthe experimenta evidence of many sortshebrings
to bear on the issue. For a physicigt, he dams, accurate
measurement is the key to meaningful insght.
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For example, a an accuracy of one pat in one
hundred thousand, onediscoversthat thelength of
abrick isnotthesamefromoneday tothenext. A
check of environmenta factors revedsthisto be
dueto variationsin temperature, which cause the
brick to expand and contract dightly. The brick
hesbecomeathermometer. . .. But a an accuracy
of one part in one hundred million, the weight of
the brick becomes dightly different from one
laboratory tothenext. Thebrick isnow agravity
meter, for thisisan effect of dight variationsinthe
force of gravity dueto differing densities of rock
immediately below the earth’s surface. (11)

Throughincreased precision, onegainsdifferent sortsof
indghts and exposesfasehood. Such measurements uncover
aquitelimited number of constants, likethespeed of light or the
Rydberg congtant, “ thenumber characterizing thequantization
of light wavelengths emitted from dilute atomic vapors and
responsiblefor theastonishingaccuracy of aomicclocks’ (15).
Laughlin rgects the notion that these congtants are besic
building blocks of the universe we have to accept smply as
primitivefacts. Headducesevidenceto show that they must be
seenascollectiveeffectsevenif wedonot fully undersandtheir
components. Collectiveeffectshavethe property of overcom-
ing dl sorts of impurities, and asthe sample increasesin Size,
one goproaches asymptoticaly alawful or sructura constant.
“Microscopic uncertainty does not matter, because organiza:
tion will create certainty later on at ahigher leve” (19).

The continudly unfolding history of bresking down
matter into ever smdler parts — from atomic and subatomic
paticles down to quarks — cautions one to the danger of
proclaming any entity to be the ultimate building block from
whichall isconstructed. LaughlinwasawardedhisNobe Prize
for congructing the firsd mathematica description of the
fractiond quantum Hal effect, a discovery reveding that
“ogtensbly indivisble quanta—inthiscasethedectron charge
e — can be broken into pieces through salf-organization of
phases. The fundamentd things, in other words, are not
necessarily fundamentd” (77).

The chapter on the phases of matter is paticulaly
effective in reveding Laughlin's take on the world.  Solids,
liquidsand vaporsare organizationa phenomenathat generate



many everyday examples of exactness. Liquids have the
defining property of not tolerating pressure differences be-
tween any points except those due to gravity, which is why
hydraulic machinery works (36). But of coursethe properties
of agas or liquid disgppear when one moves from a large
collection of moleculesto afew or only one molecule. The
issue of scde is a serious factor in considering collective
phenomena.  “One might say that amal samples contain
eementsof dl their possible phases—just asababy containsall
the dements of various kinds of adulthood — and that the
system’ sidentity asone phase or the other developsonly after
some propertiesare pruned away and othersenhanced through
growth” (146). The higtoriesof large systems describe emer-
gent amplicities, wheress those of amdl systems ded with
pedantic detail (90).

Laughlin is enchanted by instances of symmetry and
smplicityinnature. “Inaworldwith hugenumbersof partsthe
unusud thing is not complexity but itsabsence. Simplicity in
physicsisanemergent phenomenon, notamathematicaly saif-
evidentstatefromwhichany deviationisaworrisomeanomaly”
(130). Asdready noted, he arguesthat things conventiondly
considered to be fundamentd are collective phenomena. A
rather startling example of this thesisis that the properties of
empty space” show dl thesignsof beingemergent phenomena
characteridtic of a phase of matter. They are Smple, exact,
modd-ingengtive, and universa” (105). The gpparent empti-
ness of spaceisan emergent phenomenon, but spaceitsdf “is
more like a piece of window glass than idedl Newtonian
emptiness’ (121).

How do new entities emerge from systems tha have
acquired order and smplicity? Laughlin discusses* spontane-
oussymmetry bresking” asonegenerator of newness. Symme-
try breaking occurs when “matter collectively and spontane-
oudy acquires a property or preference not present in the
underlying rules themsdves’ (44). Matter gets oriented in
somespecificway onthebasisof someotherwiseingignificant
initid condition or externa influence, a notion exploited in
complexity theory. Once S0 oriented, it becomes part of the
factudlity of the world influencing subsequent orientations.
Symmetry bresking demongrates how nature can become
richly complex even though obeying underlying rulesthat are
smple

Laughlin’swork isreplete with richly suggestive idess.
He makes such terms as entanglement, antitheory, the Dark
Cordlaries, and Barriers of Relevance come dive. Bt |
convey the wrong impression if it is thought that the book’s
outcomeistolead the reader to degp and esoteric secretsabout
theworld. Even though honored for his mathematicd astute-
ness, hearguesagaing the notion that wemight beabletogain
magtery of the universe through mathematics or logic done.
“The world we actudly inhabit, as opposed to the happy
idedlization of modern scientific mythology, is filled with
wonderful andimportant thingswe have not yet seen because
we have not looked, or have not been able to look a due to
technicd limitations. The great power of scienceisitsahility,
through brutd objectivity, to reved to us truth we did not
anticdipate’ (xvi). In this last sentence we see the Smilarity
between the path followed by Laughlin and the route earlier
taken by Polanyi, dthough of course Laughlin's path builds
upon experimental evidence not availableto Polanyi. But one
would not be too far off beseto see A Different Universeasa
Polanyian extension.

Walter Gulick
wgulick@msubillings.edu

GerddvanKoeverden. The Child' sSecret of Learning. New
York: iUniversg, Inc. Pp. ix +236. ISBN: 0-595-34615-4.
$19.95, paper.

According to thebiographica information given onthe
back cover, Gerdd van Koeverden has “ survived 23 years of
schooaling to work in a range of professions on three conti-
nents.” He does not tell uswhat those professonsare, but he
hesclearly beenin conversationwith philosophy, the sciences,
and sometheology. Hismost extensive conversation partners
areNoam Chomsky, fromwhom hedrawsin hisdiscussion of
language, and Micheel Palanyi, from whom he draws most
notably the phrase, “dweling in.” Koeverden writesfor “im-
practical playful” personswho smply enjoy the chalenges of
workingthroughproblems(23)inorder tooffer cluesaboutand
indghtsintowhenand how learning can occur (7). Koeverden
writesin agtyle and spirit consistent with this intended audi-
ence his syle and the second hdf of the book touches
uggedtively on awide range of intellectua debates.
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Koeverden takes as his paradigm of learning that of
deveoping skillssuchasdriving, typing, and spesking (Chs. 1-
7). Hemakestwomgjor daimsaboutthelearningof kills. The
first isthat skills integrate ideas and emotions smoothly and
seamlessly, for the mogt part, so that “the body drivesthe car
with no direct ingtructions from the thoughtful mind. Itisas
though the movements of our eyes, hands, and right foot are
woven together, smoothly functioning in coordination with
ther interpretation of the traffic rules and the road situation”
(13). Like Polanyi, Koeverden redizes that a dight shift of
focus or increased sdf-consciousness about what oneisdoing
will cause the integration to callapse (eg., 14, 42-43). His
second daim is that such Kills, like dl learning, emergeina
processmarked by arhythm of legpsand plateaus (eg., 41-42,
46) and influenced by a mix of both externd pressures and
internd initiatives (125).

From reflection on the process of learning, Koeverden
then turnsto reflection on the learner (Chs. 8-10). He charac-
terizesthelearner asmade up of aquartet of four sngers. The
firg is the atig, who serves as the antennag, sengtive to
emoations. The second is the theorig, who trandates raw
emotionsinto perceptions. Thethird member of the quartet is
theempiridgt, whotakestheideasgenerated by thetheorist and
teststhemagainsttheevidence. Findly, thefourthmember, the
idedigt, synthesizesemotion, idea, and evidencefor the sakeof
purposive action (see 5-6, 106-114, 143-145, and 212). As
Koeverden describes these members of the quartet and the
chalengesand joys of teaching them to harmonize, he makes
three important observations. The firg is thet they dl unite
emotion and thought because of how sensory organs are
biologicaly connectedto both cognitiveand emotiona centers
in the bran (93-96). The second dam is tha credivity
permegtes the process in the work of each member of the
quartet, aswell asin the find synthess (212). Koeverden's
find point is that metaphor is centrd to al members of the
quartet, the theorigt as much asthe artigt (212-215).

Inthe remaining chapters of the book, Koeverden uses
these indghts to explore both debates in the stiences and
charactersinliterature. Hesuggeststhat harmoniousfunction-
ing of the quartet can resolve misunderstandings of the nature
of thesciences (Ch. 13), aswell asavariety of current debates
in physics (Ch. 14), about nature vs. nurture (Ch. 15), cregtion
vs. evolution (Ch. 16) and reeson vs emation (Ch. 17). He
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exploresthepersondity dynamicsof Othello (Ch. 18) and Don
Quixate (Ch. 19), before offering a two-chapter condusion.
Although he does not devote a didtinct chapter to the topic,
Koeverden dso suggedts that the divison between arts and
sciences tha can cregte havoc in contemporary academic
cultureliesintensonshetween membersof thequartet (eg., 4-
5, 211).

Thebook’ splayfulnessisbothitschief strengthand
its mgjor weskness. The book is an easy read; there is no
ponderous proseto drivetheresder avay. Therangeof topics
addressed prevents the reeder from getting bored, partly be-
cause the topics are inherently important and interesting and
partly because the subject shifts frequently. The playful syle
dsofrudrates however, becauseitishard tofind dearly-gated
conclusons. For example, by theend of thebook, oneishard-
pressed to articulale what the child' ssecret tolearning is. The
logicisoften moreimpressionigticthanrigorous. Theindghts
aredftenmorecommonplacethanprofound. Somecould, with
goodreason, arguethat K oeverdendamstodotoomuchintoo
little space. After dl, can one redly resolve the debate about
neture and nurture in asingle, short chapter?

Such ariticisms velid as they may be, should nat,
however, blind reeders to the value of the book. After dl,
Koeverden ishonest about what heintendsto accomplish. He
doesnot intend to provide detailed, find answersto the secrets
of learning—only clues. Onesuch dlueisthat whatever secret
to learning there may be, it isto be found in theintegration of
aquartet, anintegrationthat comesnaturally tothechild, butless
soforadults. Adultshavetoachieveitby dwelinginproblems,
questions, and the perspectives and indghts produced by each
member of the quartet (9., 24, 150). Koeverden dso offers
suggestions about what makes for successful teachers. Atthe
very leagt, good teechers never forget the ignificant quetions
that drivelearning (19-20) and understand thet teaching should
“initiateanemotiond and physica dynamicthat excitesstudent
effort and aspiration” (91). If onewantstolearn how todol
that, Koeverden would respond by encouraging the reader to
consult any number of available* how to” bookson pedagogy.
In the meantime, he cdls the reader to wonder, joy, and play.

Paul Lewis
LEWIS PA@Mercer.edu



