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PARADUOX RECOGNITION
AND PATHOS

Most of the submissions we read for SLR are about loss—loss of life, loss of healthy tissue
and cells, loss of hair, loss of love, loss of belief, loss of ethics, loss of appetite, loss of
culture, loss of friendship, loss of youth, loss of environment, loss of understanding, loss
of meaning. A good essay, we hear, is a journey revealing those events and moments
which affected us. It is constructed to evoke or revoke the feelings we had. It has
intellectual and language smarts. But | think the mistake might be in our complicity with
this definition—the definition that holds us to the journey, the definition that allows us to
tell the events of this story succinctly and even beautifully, but does not allow for the writer
to display ambiguity towards its subject. It does not allow for possible meaninglessness
or for crueler elements of the story. Essays are often constructed using the euphemisms
we learned in writing classes, i.e., “show don't tell.” Often, in the business of showing,
the essayist does not allow for the ultimate paradox, the ultimate loss—the loss
of hope for a better ending.

Of paradox, F. Scott Fitzgerald said, “The test of a first-rate intelligence is the ability to
hold two opposed ideas in the mind at the same time, and still maintain the ability to
function.”

Kierkegaard said that “the paradox is really the pathos of intellectual life and just as
only great souls are exposed to passions it is only the great thinker who is exposed to
paradoxes, which are nothing else than grandiose thoughts in embryo.”

Audre Lorde said: “We should see difference as a dialogue, the same way we deal with
symbol and image, in literary study. . . . (We should) develop a dialectic, a tension between
opposites that illuminates the differences and similarities between things in apparent
opposition.”

Audre Lorde, Fitzgerald and Kierkegaard are acknowledging that the paradoxes of life,
once knowingly juxtaposed, actually serve to illuminate our lives through the conflict,
drama, tension, and mysteries contained, not in the story—but in the story’s paradox.
One thing | look for as | am reading submissions is the juxtaposition of ideas. This
juxtaposition usually sets the author on a wholly original journey. Once one tries to
mitigate loss, for instance, it creates great irony and tension in the writing. It creates
pathos. The journey is not one of contrivances, but of discovery. Often authors become
aware that their journey in itself has become a paradox; they realize at some point that
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the wonder has been drained. Often, at this point, the realization of this paradox, and
not the resolution, is what rescues the writing. Joan Didion’s writing often contains these
realizations and contradictions as illustrated in the following passage from “On Keeping
a Notebook”:

“Why did | write it down? In order to remember, of course, but exactly what was
it | wanted to remember? How much of it actually happened? Did any of it?
. ... Keepers of private notebooks are a different breed altogether, lonely and
resistant rearrangers of things, anxious malcontents, children afflicted . . . with
some presentiment of loss. The cracked crab that | recall having for lunch the
day my father came home from Detroit in 1945 must certainly be embroidery,
worked into the day’s pattern to lend verisimilitude; | was ten years old and
would not now remember the cracked crab. . .. And yet it is precisely that
fictitious crab that makes me see the afternoon all over again, a home movie
run all too often, the father bearing gifts, the child weeping, an exercise in
family love and guilt. How it felt to me: that is getting closer to the truth about a
notebook. | sometimes delude myself, imagine that some thrifty virtue derives
from preserving everything observed. See enough and write it down, | tell myself,
and then some morning when the world seems drained of wonder, some day
when | am only going through the motions of doing what | am supposed to do,
which is write—on that bankrupt morning | will simply open my notebook and
there it will all be, a forgotten account with accumulated interest, paid passage
back to the world out there.”

At SLR we look for the voice and the language that expresses the pathos and paradox
of ordinary experience. Previously we have left this to the poets. But we are looking for
essays that make poetic moves. Northrop Frye writes of how Emily Dickinson turned the
ordinary experience into the sacramental. According to Frye, the ecstatic experience that
Dickinson wrote about is ordinary experience turned inside out. Essays that excite us are
leading us into a world that has never been seen before. The last stanza of “I felt a funeral
in my brain,” illustrates this:

And then a plank in reason, broke,

And | dropped down and down—
And hit a world at every plunge,

And finished knowing-then-

In the past, we have looked to our poets to communicate the edge and the dissolve of
our paradoxical existence. As Frye says of Yeats, “his visions were of experience and
of the perception, the deciphering the underlying code of this experience.” Our essay
writers, like Didion, have become more like our poets. Frye defines it this way: “Poets feel
a queasiness about morality. They refuse to separate themselves from the pathos of our
existence by posing as heroes.”

Poets rarely wear just their hearts on their sleeves; there is always the ironic or sublime
stance of knowing they wear their hearts on their sleeves. And they bring their audience
along for this revelation. We can see this non-heroic stance in many of our best creative
nonfiction writers: Jamaica Kincaid, who also writes of gardening for Architectural Digest,
wrote of her excursion to the Himalayas, the purpose of which seemed to be to find elusive
flowers such as orchids: “l went to breakfast and ate something with curry and mango




and bananas, doing so with a feeling of getting into the local spirit of things. The king
had dismissed parliament and | wondered how that would affect our trip, for the king
dismissing parliament had something to do with the Maoist guerillas, and | was going
into the countryside where the Maoist guerillas might be, and since they couldn’t kill
the king, would they kill me instead? . . . | viewed everything | came upon with complete
acceptance, as if | expected there to be no border between myself and what | was seeing
before me, no border between myself and my day to day existence. My tent for instance:
I loved my tent and would have probably died for it, and am now so glad that things didn't
come to that.”

This state of examination, this state of hyperawareness is what we are looking for at
SLR. It is a kind of knowing that the gestalt of the experience might be larger than the
individual experience.

As an editor | have realized that some of the best writing contains paradox created by
what | call essential pathos—the pathos created by opposite suppositions or realizations.
Perhaps | am drawn to creative nonfiction in particular because this genre accepts our
impulse to create something abstract and grandiose at the same time; it pushes us
towards belief that the sum of the paradox might be greater than the parts. To arrive at
this whole sum, or to attempt to arrive, we must continue to analyze, to abstract, and to
drive our essays toward the juxtapositions we experience in our lives.

Often writers in our genre examine life’s paradoxes through use of ironic mirth or
experimental gestures. | think the use of footnotes to engage us in the stream-of-
consciousness forays of the author, as pioneered by David Foster Wallace and others, is
an example of this. The idea of cartooned or graphic memoir is another example of how
style in itself can produce the pathos and juxtapositions that underscore a great piece
of writing.

We may, after all, as Joan Didion writes, convince ourselves that we are bankrupt. But
then we go ahead and write those essays anyway. This, in itself, is the greatest exercise

of paradox recognition.

RéLynn Hansen, Editor

This intro was originally presented at a panel on Creative Nonfiction at AWP. Other craft essays
can be read within this issue.
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