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English 329H Tutoring Writing: Theory & Practice,  Fall 2020, Anna Rita Napoleon

An Essay is a Letter is a Poem: A Reflection on Writing at its Roots

Dear reader, listener, Professor, grader,

I’ve started writing poems as letters. Letters to my melanin and to “the monster in my

mind.” Letters to the biological father I’ve never met and letters to myself. And truly, all my

writing is a letter to someone or something. I would venture to say that all writing is a letter to

someone or something. Sometimes that listener is simultaneously the writer, or was the writer in

a past time. Sometimes that listener is never found, or was never invited. But, the writer always

has one in mind. As a very audience-conscious writer, I sometimes write to please others at the

expense of myself. I am currently exploring the possibility of writing to satisfy and entertain

myself every time—sometimes at the risk of others’ disapproval.

Prior to this current endeavor, I can vividly remember writing essays for English class my

sophomore year of high school in which many hours and pages later I would be left with a

jumble of words, strung together with hopes that my paper would be the quintessential image of

the kind of essay my teacher had described in great detail. His assignments felt like puzzle pieces

and Mad Libs, there was an expected structure, and we were to fill in the empty spaces—with

grammatically impeccable sentences of course. I was being asked to exist and operate in an
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unfamiliar space. A space in which my thoughts and ways of knowing were not compatible with

the conditions at hand.

Writers always write within the context of a space. This space is constructed by the rules

governing it, the people in it, the social and cultural norms for that space, and the way it

physically manifests itself. In my sophomore English class, the rules that governed the space

were the strict expectations about structure and organization, these rules were enforced and

generated by my teacher and social and cultural norms were illustrated by his grammar lessons

and the traditional ways of writing and knowing that he imposed. Neisha Green discusses having

to operate in a similar space as a young student in her article, “THE RE-EDUCATION OF

NEISHA-ANNE S GREEN” stating, “But as a younger student everyone kept trying to change

me, shape me into a “newer, better” version of myself by policing and limiting my use of my

codes and pushing agendas that focused on a standard that we know doesn’t exist in the way that

is usually professed.” Green urges us to consider the consequences of asking students to

practically breathe underwater, to function in worlds that don’t make sense to them, or to throw

themselves into the pits of processes that contradict the way in which they think or communicate.

I, as many students, know the turmoil that comes with wanting to be seen as a “better” writer

while feeling as though that meant shedding personal style and identity in exchange for ways of

thinking and writing I did not understand.

Before I begin discussing the ways in which the “codes” and “agendas” of others dictate

my writing less so now, I would first like to acknowledge the importance of the instructor as an

audience as a body. In the sophomore English class which I have described, the instructor was

White, older, and male. I wrote not only in response to his explicit instructions, but in response to

his age, his Whiteness, and his maleness, whether he or I was conscious of it. He was my
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audience. His Whiteness meant that if I were writing about Blackness, I was writing about it in a

way that I thought would make sense to him. His maleness meant that if I were writing about

feminism, I might carefully choose the words and phrases I use to describe instances of sexism.

The teacher, grader, reader, and listener made me a little nervous.

In contrast: Before my College Writing professor said one word on the first day, I knew

that writing for her class would be a new experience, unaware of the great impact it would have

on the writing I would produce. I had never occupied an academic space in which the

reader/listener/Professor/grader was a younger, Black, woman. Her mere presence decentered

Whiteness. She was my audience. And, my audience looked like me. When I wrote my first

essay for the course on my personal relationship to Blackness, and to an experience I’ve had with

racial violence, hesitations that I might have had when writing in the context of Whiteness were

no longer present. I described my experiences as a Black woman without fear that my audience

would misunderstand, misread, or reject me. The experience of writing in this course was less

strenuous than ever before, it was somehow lighter, and more easeful. The listener, reader,

professor, and grader made me comfortable.

While I had already somewhat outgrown the mindset I adopted sophomore year of high

school, freshman year of college introduced me to a new, exciting, and open definition of

successful writing.  It was in my College Writing course that my professor urged us to meld

discourses, instructing us to convert research papers into rhetorical speculative fiction pieces.

She spent no time enforcing any sort of rigid expectations and encouraged us to imagine

possibilities for writing we were previously instructed against. It was in my College Writing

course that I began considering “artwork” as interchangeable with the word “essay.” Art is free

and unbound by rules, and I like my essays to be the same. When I feel as though what I have
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articulated on the paper is no less interesting than the thoughts residing in my head, I am

satisfied. For example, I grapple often with the complexity of writing as a social means. If it is

clear that I am still grappling in this paper, and that chaos leaks into my work, I am okay with

that. My thoughts cannot always or often be condensed into a five paragraph essay with a thesis

statement, and I am now okay with that too. A. Suresh Canagarajah writes that, “writing is not

just constitutive, it is also performative. We don't write only to construct a rule-governed text.

Although it is important for texts to be constructed sensibly in order to be meaningful, we write

in order to perform important social acts” (Canagarajah, 602).  When Canagarajah describes

writing as “performative,” it speaks to the significance of the audience. When I write now,

although I am certainly aware of my reader,  I am less concerned with whether I have broken the

rules of power structures I would hope to dismantle anyways, and am more concerned with the

impact on that reader and listener—whether what I have to say is interesting, impactful or simply

understood.

Ever since taking the College Writing course, when I begin a work of writing, I am left

searching for a “why.” With every work of writing these “whys” are different: Why have I begun

writing a poem about dancing in the grocery store? Why am I writing this paper on doors and

thresholds as represented in The Handmaid’s Tale when there are more explicit symbols and

themes? Why am I choosing to write about the one Black main character in Shakespeare’s Titus

Andronicus? Sometimes the reason I am writing becomes apparent to me half way through an

essay, or occasionally days or weeks after finishing. This “why” is sometimes what motivates me

to write and sometimes what helps me reflect. At the very least, this “why” is what I am hoping

to communicate to my audience. If I can illustrate why it is important to me, to you—the reader,

I feel that I have been successful.
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In “Literacy and the Discourse of Crisis,” John Trimbur begins to untangle the

complexities and importances of writing as deeply social; as expression and conversation.

Trimbur writes, “In an era of diminished expectations, persistent economic anxiety, and a

restricted political discourse, imagination and political courage are required if literacy is to be

re-represented as an intellectual resource against injustice, a means to ensure democratic

participation in public life” (Trimbur, 294). There is a lot to unpack within this set of lines, but I

think at its simplest, Trimbur is asking us to consider the social reasoning behind why we write. I

believe that he is asking us to contemplate whether we might be gatekeeping the expression and

communication rooted in written word when we hold people to a very subjective set of rules and

standards. I note this because I have experienced using literacy as “an intellectual resource

against injustice” and I have experienced attempting to participate in the ways that I have been

taught are “correct.” The latter did not make me feel as though I was contributing to “public life”

in ways that were meaningful.

I’ve started writing essays as poems. Poems are all about style. “Grammatical errors”

become moments for self-expression. Paragraphs flow like stanzas. The experience too, is

simpler. I write as a sort of stream of consciousness first, and prepare it to be received by others

second. But I think what I love most, is that when essays are poems, rules are grasped at the roots

and undone from the power structures that had them planted.
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