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Rationales for Teaching Subjective Writing 
  
As teachers of writing we start with an understanding that all writing 
is inevitably subjective. This realization is not very useful, however, 
so our definitions try to narrow the boundaries somewhat. When we 

limit the topic we reveal our prejudices, so it might be useful for me to 

begin with my prejudices. I feel we define subjective writing in 

reference to two parameters, the degree to which the subject of writing 

involves the author, and the degree to which the author is aware of his or 

her influence upon the product. You could imagine these the coordinates 

of a simple chart: subject involvement and author self-consciousness. 

Low subject involvement and low self-consciousness characterizes 

technical writing. High subject involvement and high self-consciousness 

is characteristic of autobiography. It is easy enough to locate upon this 

chart philosophical essays, interviews, expository essays, creative 

writing, and any other writing we may wish to consider. When we 

ultimately decide what subjective writing involves, we are indicating the 

boundaries we allow our author’s self-consciousness and the range of 

subjects we find suitable to consider. 
  
There are other ways of viewing this question of boundaries as well, 
and they arise in discussions of writing as product or process, writing as 
discovery or invention, writing as objective or subjective activity. We 
could pursue these distinctions endlessly, and, at one time or another, 
private conversations or committee and department meetings, most of us 
probably have. Practically, however, we define subjective writing, 
individually or as members of departments, usually because a curricular 
issue is involved. In composition programs this may involve a decision, 
like the one made at Wayne State University, to exclude literary texts as 



readings and sources for writing topics in a required composition course. 
Writing from personal experience was the euphemism we employed for 

our sense of subjective writing. 
  
Subjective writing may become an issue when student journals are 
required in writing programs considered nonsubjective. But however the 
question of subjective writing arises, the important considerations are 
always the same (and, I might add, they always reflect our basic distrust 
of subjectivity in a college or university curriculum): will subjective 
writing help students in other kinds of writings? If so, how will it help, 
and why? What are the overlaps and connections between subjective 

writings and other kinds of writing? What precise skills are taught when 

we focus upon subjective writing? Are these skills useful? And how do 

they transfer to other writing situations? 
  
Rather than attempt to address these questions individually, I plan to 
use the rest of my allotted time to review, in rather general terms, the 
rationales for teaching subjective writing of any sort. You are 

encouraged to apply these comments to your situation and needs 
  
There are really just two rationales for teaching subjective writing, 
and they correspond to the parameters I've suggested are involved in our 
definitions of subjective writing. Each contains a number of 

subarguments, which I'1l mention shortly, but the essential arguments 

are these. The first rationale quite simply states that subjective writing, 

here considered as writing which has as its subject the experiences, 

feelings, and thoughts of the author, is easier for students to write. In 

terms of the chart I’ve suggested, the more writing focuses upon the 

student the more advantages exist for student authors; the more the 

writing concerns subjects other than the author, the more difficulties 

students will have. 
  
The second rationale, based upon the assumed success of the first 
principle, suggests that these subjective writings can provide a 

convenient model and basis for studying other kinds of writing. 



To examine how the author determines and controls the nature of the 

final writing product we examine the process by which students have 

written about themselves. This forced self-consciousness will lead to 

insights about writing skills, and these insights can then be applied to 

any kind of writing students may wish to undertake. 
  
The specific arguments supporting these general rationales are important 
individually, and in some situations may constitute by themselves 

sufficient rationales to justify subjective writing. First, here are 

arguments which support the assertion that subjective writing is easier 

for students than nonsubjective writing. (1) Making "self the centre of 

all creation" (Fielding, Joseph Andrews, III.] eliminates the need for 

outside texts or library resources. Students become their own books, 

libraries, and universes, admittedly a prospect which some students may 

find enormously frightening. (2) Also eliminated is any need for 

students to have research skills, or for the Instructor to have to teach 

them; this is not an argument against research skills, but a recognition 

that they may not be appropriate to teach in some writing classes. (3) For 

all practical purposes subjective writing eliminates the problem of 

plagiarism. Few students will feel inclined to  borrow the life 

experiences of others, and we might suspect that those who do  either 

will become successful fiction writers and thereby justify their 

impersonations,  or they will suffer the traumas of the possessed. (4) 

Students will be writing about  a subject they are experts in, one they 

will be comfortable and familiar with. There  can be no panic about not 

knowing enough, only reticence about revealing too much. (5) The great 

advantage here is the elimination of one large source of student anxiety 
about writing. Students are referred to a topic they already spend hours a 

day thinking about: themselves. This subject must be a source of endless 
fascination, or at least comfortable familiarity, and so each author can 
use memory as a text and imagination as a slate. (6) Without anxiety 

about knowing enough, writing can be more natural, nonthreatening, and 

enjoyable, an activity more closely related to everyday thinking and 

introspection. (7) Finally, self as the subject allows for elaboration and 

expansion of any topic initially considered, since further details and 



more specific reflections are available within the potentials of individual 

recall. No topic can ever be exhausted, and so the writer soon discovers 

how he or she can control the development of an idea. 
  
So for all these reasons students may find it easier to get down to the 
business of writing if their topics can be generated from their own 

experiences. This relative ease does not mean that students will write 

easily, successfully or even at all, but at least some of the familiar 

difficulties imposed by the demands of seeking, understanding, and 

synthesizing unfamiliar subject matter will be removed, and there can be 

some place to begin. These arguments will be especially true if the 

subjective writing is considered an end in itself, like in a journal, and not 

as preparatory stage for more refined prose. 
  
What happens next is that students face decisions familiar to all 
writers, whatever their subject, and so now we can consider the second 
rationale, which was that the problems which inevitably arise from 

subjective writing can serve as models for understanding writing 

processes useful in all kinds of writings. Even though the need to 

identify and understand an external subject is removed, the student must 

still identify a subject, which raises the question of focus. (7) With an 

entire life of actions, emotions, and ideas to review, where does one 

begin? This question may be controlled by the nature of the assignments, 

or may be allowed to arise spontaneously, but it is easily discussed as a 

decision which is not inevitable, yet one which is nonetheless important. 

(8) Also arising spontaneously is the question of what can one include, 

which soon becomes (9) a question of what does one include. And 

similarly for questions of exclusion: (10) What can one exclude, (11) 

what does one exclude, (12) and on what basis are these decisions about 

inclusion and exclusion made. (13) With this question the problem of 

purpose in writing appears as a significant and controlling issue. We can 

see how the easy familiarity and natural inevitability of self as subject 

soon becomes a burden, and these questions of focus and purpose then 

arise. 
  



(14) Such questions of selection themselves raise the issue of point 
of view, and writers next learn the need to not only select but to justify a 

focus which will account for all editorial decisions. (15) Furthermore, 
the issue of point of view in subjective writing makes especially clear 
the need for believable persona in all writing, believable both 

intellectually and stylistically. In a literature class we would discuss the 

possibility of intrusive narrators; in expository writing the issues are 

similar, although our goal may not be the development of intrusive 

personna or self-conscious exposition. We are interested in our students 

becoming aware of the extent to which decisions they make as writers, 
on every level, change the writings they create, and this is easily seen in 

the ways their presence as author affects their writings. 
  
(16) Establishing the notion of point of view leads to further questions 
about qualities of the writer. These include authorial authority 
(17) and honesty. Students exploring their feelings will certainly have to 
consider the desirability, as well as the possibility, of honesty in their 
writings. (18) The nature of evidence, which like these questions of 
authority and honesty, has components both stylistic and content-based, 
also becomes an issue as the reliability of individual memory and the 
influences and distortions of opinions, prejudices, and anger become 

factors in the presentation of information. In fact, we can say that as 

soon as a writer raises any questions about the potentially subjective 

nature of perception, all the assumed realities of the writing soon 

become problematic, and the subjective nature of representation then 

becomes clear. And with this, of course, writers are at the point of 

understanding their Responsibilities to their readers, and, more 

importantly, understanding the extent to which they can control those 

responsibilities. 
  
(19) This awareness of audience may lead to simple subject matter 
decisions, or more complex ones. As one example, using self as subject 
soon makes clear the ways in which the same data can be employed for 

widely divergent reasons and to achieve radically different ends with 

uniform or with distinct audiences. 



  
(20) The need for consistency in tense, style, and reference becomes 
more intelligible as -it is connected to the writer's need to (21) 

accommodate different audiences. Even self as audience involves 

critical decisions, but when specific and alternate readers are assumed 

then the writer soon learns how important and critical are the writing 

decisions which, with the simplest kinds of subjective writing, never had 

to be considered at all. (22) 
  
This is not intended to be an exhaustive listing of arguments to support 
the teaching of subjective writing. Furthermore, as I have tried to 

indicate, the rationales that I have presented are specifically relevant to 

one approach to defining subjective writing. Define, or delimit, 

subjective writing differently, and its applicability to other kinds of 

writings will be altered. The approach I have used here is based upon a 

fairly conventional notion of subjective writing, widely employed in the 

teaching of composition. Other approaches will require other rationales. 
  
Let me close with one final thought about this question of defining 
subjective writing. If writing were really subjective, as my colleague 
Robert Strozier has pointed out, no readers would ever see it, and the 
purest genre would be unselfconscious jottings which even the authors 

never again peruse. Perhaps to wake from dream sleep and write fuzzy 

perceptions with inkless pens upon darkened tablets is truly subjective 

writing. Most of us, perhaps unfortunately, are considering a form much 

less pure, but as I hope these arguments have shown, it is one holding a 

greater potential for helping students at each stage of the writing 

process. 
 


