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The Rhetorical Imagination of Writing Across Communities: Nomos and Literacy Education as a Gift-Giving Economy

This presentation will take the notion of nomos as the first principle informing the cultivation of the University of New Mexico Writing Across Communities project.  Sophistic rhetoric calls the informal cultural knowledge that helps us cohere and function together as nomos.  We are all born with the capacity for language and the need for culture.  Culture, in many respects, is our most basic human right.  Moreover, the commodification of culture and community is our greatest threat.  
Writing Across Communities represents a constellation of stakeholders, locally and nationally,  advocating for literacy education on behalf of our most vulnerable communities (within and beyond the academy).  Writing Across Communities maintains that language, literacy, and rhetoric are how we coordinate ourselves into communities.  Language is how we transmit culture—the implicit codes and expectations that hold us together as families, as neighborhoods, as institutions.  And so it is language, literacy education, community, citizenship, and belonging that will frame my presentation about the rhetorical imagination of Writing Across Communities as an evolving approach to literacy education. 

I argue that literacy represents our capacity to read and respond to the world through language, symbol, and art.  It is our ability to construct our experience together and to reinvent the public sphere.  Literacy is our collective need to fabricate the stories of the past, and to construct imaginative fictions for the future, and to reconcile ourselves with one another. As Lewis Hyde suggests in The Gift: Imagination and the Erotic Life of Property, the circulation of language and text through the educational relationship constitutes a generative gift exchange and an erotic commerce most productively constructed around the principles of presence and synthesis rather than a market economy and the emanation of logos. This presentation will, therefore limn the evolution of the Writing Across Communities initiative from the perspective of a gift-giving economy and the Sophistic principle of nomos.  
