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“You Have to Know Where You Came From to Know Where You're Going:” Establishing Genre 

Links Between Essays and Digital Texts 

 

The questions that led to this conversation starter presentation: Has the genre of the essay evolved to 

maintain its value as a 21
st
 century form? Or has the essay outlived its usefulness in a primarily digital 

world?  

 

 In The Oxford English Dictionary, “essay” has two entries, one a noun and the other a verb.  

o Under the noun entry, an essay is defined as “[t]he action or process of trying or testing; a trial 

specimen, a sample, an example; a rehearsal; a trying to do something; a first tentative effort in 

learning or practice; A rough copy; a first draft” or “a composition of moderate length on any 

particular subject, or branch of a subject; originally implying want of finish, „an irregular 

undigested piece‟ [Samuel Johnson], but now said of a composition more or less elaborate in 

style, though limited in range.” 

o  Under the verb entry, “to essay” is “[t]o put to the proof, try (a person or thing); to test the 

nature, excellence, fitness, etc. of; to practice (an art, etc.) by way of trial; To try by tasting; to 

try to do, effect, accomplish, or make (anything difficult).”  

 

 Historically, the essay in academia has been associated with the final noun definition: “A composition 

of moderate length on any particular subject, or branch of subject. . . said of a composition more or 

less elaborate in style, though limited in range.” 

 

 What would happen in our composition classes if we treated the word “essay” as a verb, not 

a noun? How might the idea of “essaying” be useful when discussing multimodal texts and 

the multiple literacies our students bring to the classroom? 

 

 In “Saving a Place for Essayistic Literacy,” Doug Hesse argues that essayistic literacy involves 

“attempt[ing] to cast the widest net of associations possible, then struggl[ing] to bring the gathered 

ideas into some meaningful relation. . .a narrativizing of experience, information, and idea” (36). Hesse 

contends true essayistic literacy is similar in many ways to digital literacy practices when he points out 

“[s]ome of the very qualities associated with literacy online—specifically, movement and exploration in 

a method more provisional and contextual than methodical—have been true of the essay since its 

inception” (40). In other words, essays (in the vein of Montaigne and writers such as Hunter S. 

Thompson, Annie Dillard, Susan Mitchell, and David Shields) can be dynamic texts that require writers 

and readers to recognize and interpret many different viewpoints in one space. They can be 

hypertextual. 

 

 Hesse wrote this article in 1999; so what value could “essayistic literacy” have today, in 

2011, as we discuss the ways in which our students navigate Facebook and Twitter and 

construct multimodal texts that draw on their multiple digital literacies?  How might we 

develop Hesse’s discussion of essayistic literacy amidst discussions of other literacies (digital 

and otherwise)? Where do the traits associated with essayistic literacy overlap with other 

literacies we discuss in computers and writing? 
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I propose that we might reconsider essays and essayistic literacy in the field of computers and writing via 

two common rhetorical strategies (really, two topoi), which have been employed by essayists from 

Montaigne‟s Essais through current lyric and digital essay forms (see texts from authors like Joan Didion, 

Susan Boully, Sherman Alexie, and John D‟Agata). The topoi of multiplicity and metaplicity lend 

themselves to discussions of the contextual nature of producing texts and the ways in which textual and 

authorial subjectivities can slide and change, two subjects often discussed by scholars in a variety of 

fields within composition and rhetoric, including computers and writing. These topoi make writers aware 

of the chaos and situatedness in which they compose and allow writers to consider the value of embracing 

their situated, multiple viewpoints. I offer these topoi as a way of opening up connections between essays 

and other digital/multimodal genres we teach (and compose ourselves). I believe recognizing these two 

topoi in essays (and other genres) helps demonstrate that writing is “a process of discovering meaning or 

knowledge,” as the WIDE collective points out in “Why teach digital writing?” 

 

o Multiplicity: This is the topos of multiple viewpoints, in which writers expose their own varied 

and sometimes contradictory viewpoints on a topic. Rather than hiding the conflicts they have 

on an issue, essayists expose the many different positions they have on a subject, using the 

genre to work through their own ideas and opinions with readers. Writers can represent these 

multiple viewpoints in a number of ways—by citing outside sources or by delineating different 

viewpoints through the form or structure of the text. 

o Metaplicity: Quite often, essayists explicitly reflect on their invention and composing 

processes, making it one of the most popular subject choices in the genre of the essay. I 

contend, though, that this topos of showing process in essays goes beyond an explicit 

discussion of the writer‟s process; writers also show their process through metaphoric 

comparisons between the subject of their essays and their process as well as through 

experimental forms, a fact that is enhanced by the otherwise-conceived formlessness of essays 

as a genre. Since essays as a genre share the common characteristic of not having a specific, 

expected form, essayists are able to manipulate and experiment with form in order to deliver 

content in complex, reflective ways that allow for a kind of implicit meta-commentary of the 

writer‟s processes through investigations of an essay‟s architecture.   
 

 What other genres (digital or otherwise) employ the topoi of multiplicity and metaplicity (or 

other, similar rhetorical strategies) regularly? How might instructors utilize discussions of 

these strategies in a course concerned primarily with digital or multimodal rhetoric? 
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