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Preparation Sheet Prompt: 
Hayden White’s Tropics of Discourse “Introduction”
Introduction

When we talked about the differences between oral cultures vs. written cultures, we tended to assume that people in oral cultures were rather (shall we say) imprecise and selective about the histories they could remember, while the histories in written cultures’ were accurate, complete, and definitive.  

Hayden White complicates this assumption.  He observes that the very tools we have of writing history(including not only histories, but contemporary non-fiction books, based-on-a-true-story novels and movies, even the personal histories of diaries and journals(give shape and meaning to historical facts.  According to White, the ultimate meaning of the histories we write and read—both public and private—have as much to do with how they are written and plotted, as with the data that goes into them.  In Tropics of Discourse, White explores these processes, addressing especially the problems all this poses for the human sciences.  

Questions

1. Discourse

What does White mean by the term “discourse”?  What is the relationship of discourse to the factual world and to “logic”?  According to White, why is it useful to have the critical term “discourse” to discuss certain kinds of writing, rather than just using common terms like “writing,” “history,” “description,” “narrative,” “chronology,” etc.?   

2. Tropic (trope)  

What does White mean by the term “tropic” or “trope”?  What is the relationship of tropics or tropes to his concept of “discourse”?   How do tropics/tropes function in the making of meaning in writing, especially in factual or realistic writing?  

3. From Strange to Familiar (Life on Mars)
Summarize the four-step process that White describes by which “discourse” enables us to make things that are unfamiliar or “uncanny” familiar and useful.  Try coming up with your own, specific example of a “consciousness” following these steps of understanding something that is initially new or unfamiliar.  (For instance, if we were suddenly living on Mars, how would White’s four steps apply in our process of coming really to know Mars?)  Be sure to use quoted/cited words and phrases from White in your own, non-Martian example. 
