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Preface
I wanted to prepare a healthier pancake for the children. The whole-wheat
recipe in the healthier cookbook hadn't quite gone over. But my adjustments made for pretty pancakes that came out, time and again, uncooked at

the center. I figured I'd better add another egg to the batter next time
around. And that worked. That egg added just the touch more leavening the
batter needed, the touch more air to cook the batter through. If I had
wanted to go just a bit healthier, I could have substituted that egg with two
egg whites, beaten to a froth, since the fat of the yolk wouldn't have been
necessary to the batter, as it would have been for, say, a custard. I made
healthy pancakes that the kids would (and did and do) eat.
The point is this: I could adjust, take control of the process, because I
had an understanding of how eggs work in cooking. I understood the theory.
But then, theories of leavening have been pretty well worked out. Theories of written composition have not. And operating from the gut, what feels
right, what sounds right, what might be fun for the students, can too easily
lead to theoretical contradictions. And students know. I don't know how they
know, but they seem to sense or maybe outwardly recognize theoretical inconsistencies, reacting too often with passive compliance, never arriving at

the full benefits possible in engagingreally engaging in written discourse.

What those benefits of literacy might be aren't exactly clear, though.
Plato tells of the god Thoth claiming that writing would be the key to re-

membrance. And writing was, we are told, used as a memory aid, a
mnemonic device. In recent times, as we will find in the articles to follow,
writing has been credited with learning, cognitive development, social cohesion, political power. What writing can provide has never been altogether
clear.
So composition studies has divided itself, either to find out what writing
is, or how to teach it better, or to discern the degree to which it either removes

or bestows power. Composition studies finds

its

historicists (with some

compositionists as revisionist historicists), current-traditionalists, cognitivists,

x112
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expressionists, social-constructionists (who tend also to be epistemicists), empiricists, anti-foundationalists, and leftists, among others. Academic books on
composition studies tend to historicize, theorize, polemicize, or synthesize, as
well as proselytize. Composition is complex and diverse.
But with the greater diversity and sophistication has come greater confusion. I have seen teachers come to accept writing as a process, a common-

enough notion nowadays, without recognizing the theoretical bases to
different approaches to process. I have heard a new compositionist on the
job market betray his confusion, claiming a Marxist bent, yet aligning himself with Kenneth Bruffee and Peter Elbowhighly respected compositionists, but hardly representatives of the political left. Another candidate clearly
knew research on composition (for which there are several good collections)
but seemed not to know of the philosophical objections to classicalempirical research. The overwhelming majority of candidateseven those
fortunate enough to study with prestigious compositionists seem unable to
navigate their ways through composition's currents.
What follows, then, is an aid for youthe teacher of graduate composi-

tion theory, the graduate student of composition, the veteran teacher of
composition back in the graduate comp course. What follows is a book of
readings whose objective is to introduce you to some of the concepts and
methods available to writing teachers today and to have you regard some of
the controversy. This is a reader of previously published works, mainly by
those who tend to be mentioned in the works of others. The book's further
objective is to have you begin to consider your own predispositions toward
language, discourse, writing, and writing instruction, predispositions which
can then be considered critically and discussed knowledgeably. The list of
suggested readings adds book-length considerations. With the books I have
suggested, the books and articles cited in the essays that pique your interest,
and the essays themselves, you should be able to come up with quite the
pancake recipe, something you can swallow.
I mention the readings and the works the essays themselves cite because,
though this book is comprehensive, it is not complete. It is not intended to
establish a canon of comp. It's an overview, manageable within an academic
quarter or semester. So the readings contained herein do not encompass all
there is to composition studies. There are gaps. Writing across the curriculum is absent. Linguistics is minimally represented, which means there is
little here on research on those who come into the classroom speaking a
nonstandard dialect or those whose primary language is other than English
(which includes sociolinguistic and applied linguistic studies of the hundreds of American Indian languages still spoken in the United States today).
There is little on grammar, and the current discussions on multiculturalism
xii
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and the comp classroom aren't explicitly represented. But all of these concerns really are here, in large terms, in the theoretical discussions concerning those who have been traditionally excluded or underrepresented in the
academy.

Nor is evaluation explicitly represented. I know that the teacher is always concerned with evaluation and assessment. And how a teacher decides
to respond, evaluate, and grade essays should be a reflection of the philosophy or theory of writing that the classroom curriculum embodies. But the
subject of evaluation is large, almost another theoretical sphere, more concerned with what you do with writing in the classroom than with what writing is or even what writing instruction might be. I've relegated evaluation to
the list of suggested readings. In other words, to learn more you'll still have
to read those more complete academic books on composition contained in
the list of readings or mentioned in the collection. But after going through
this book, you will have a sense of who you might want to read. This book is
intended as a primer, drops to activate the pump.
Selection suggests a selector, one with particular biases. But though my
own biases in selecting the readings will no doubt come through, no single
viewpoint is presented. The readings are presented in such a way as to establish a dialectica way for you to come to your own conclusions by considering opposing viewpoints. The process approach espoused in the first
section receives a critical assessment in the "Mulligan Stew" article. Walter
Ong provides a necessary reconsideration of product. The cognitive explanations of basic writers' problems advanced by Andrea Lunsford and by
Frank D'Angelo are countered by Mike Rose's article on cognitive development. Cognitive explanations generally are countered by social-construction's explanations, with Patricia Bizzell explicitly drawing the comparison,
offering the critique; both the cognitivist and the social-constructionist become subject to ideological critiques. Points find counterpoints throughout
the booktalk and cross-talk.
Some articles will address matters of race or ethnicity, gender, the poor
or working class. Considerations of race and the like have had a great deal to
do with establishing the theoretical controversies. One compositionist of
note, at least, Maxine Hairston, has argued that our changing theories of
composition are in part the result of the introduction into our college classrooms of those we have come to call basic writers, those who come to college not quite prepared to undertake college writing, most often people of
color and the poor. There are always a few in every composition classroom,
at every level, from first-year college students to seniors. To ponder how
composition might affect the more troublesome, those basic writers, would
inform our approach to the less troublesome.

4
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Although the book's layout is principally concerned with establishing a
dialectic, presenting varying views, there is something of a chronology to the
ordering, a near chronology of the profession's changesprocess to cohesion to cognition to social construction to ideology. The first two sections
present the views that seem to have lasted: writing-as-process, writing as a
means of learning, James Kinneavy's aims of discourse, some basic research.
Yet even these sections contain some controversial matters: the generalizability of case studies, Frank D'Angelo's ontogeny recapitulating phylogeny
(terms you'll come to understand through the reading). The third section
looks to the cognitive sciences and developmental psychology, pretty popular till recently: The fourth section addresses that which has Compromised
cognition's popularity: social construction. It introduces Kenneth Bruffee
and something of a counter in John Trimbur; there is also Charles Schuster's reading of Mikhail Bakhtin as informing social construction. Section
five looks to the debate over whether freshman composition courses should
concern themselves with narration or with academic discourse, with the dis-

courses about and by those traditionally excluded from the academy
women, people. of color. Then an important set of postscripts. And so the
profession stands, kind of, for the moment.

15
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SECTION ONE

The "Given" in Our Conversations
The Writing Process

That writing is a process sounds pretty obvious. We know that texts don't appear magically on pages as whole products. There is a . process in getting
from mind to page. As obvious as that might be, however, teachers of writing
have- until relatively recently been trained to behave as literary criticslooking at texts and analyzing what happens within those texts. Students in com-

position classes are enjoined to look at texts, analyze and discuss what
happens, and then produce something of their own that follows that pattern.
Ideas are provided by the text; the form is provided by the text; evaluation is
based on how well the student paper emulates the ideal text. This process is
rather like having students watch and discuss a videotape of a prima ballerina, having the students attempt the same dance, then evaluating students
on how well they approximate the ballerina's performance without knowing how the ballerina came to master those steps; that style. No attention is
given to the process of arriving at the product.
In 1964 the National Academy of Science sponsored the Wood Hole
Conference. Its director was Jerome Bruner, a cognitive psychologist with a
keen interest in education and language. The result of the conference was a
shift in emphasis for all schooling to the process of cognitive development.

"Process" became the new catchword. At about the same time, in 1966,
about fifty teachers of English from England and from the United States
met to discuss common problems. What the Americans discovered was that
the British did not teach writing as discipline specific. The British, rather
than teaching writing to serve some external purpose or genre, taught writing as a process of individual development, a matter of self-discovery. This
was the Dartmouth Conference. Its discoveries fit well with the discoveries
of the Wood Hole Conference.

1
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Wood Hole and Dartmouth made for a new attention to the whole concept of process. Writers and teachers like Donald Murray, Ken Macrorie,
and Peter Elbow turned to what they knew as writers and as teachers to
shed light on what writers do when they write. At about the same time, researchers in composition were heeding the call provided by Richard Brad-

dock, Richard Lloyd-Jones, and Lowell Schoer's Research in Written
Composition, a collection of research on composing up to the year 1963.
Their call was for more research on writing itself (as opposed to products or
pedagogy). Janet Emig's The Composing Processes of Twelfth Graders was
the first significant answer to the call. Others presented here looked to what
writers do when they revise that students in writing classes don't do, and
what basic writers do when they write.
So writing is a process. But, as rhetorician Walter Ong reminds us in a
classic article that combines matters of literary criticism with rhetoric and

the teaching of writing, there are consequences to the writing produced,
concerns with audience. Lisa Ede and Andrea Lunsford broaden the picture

on audience. And Robert Gorrell asks us to rethink the process-product
polemic.

17
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Teach Writing as a Process

Not Product
DONALD M. MURRAY

Most of us are trained as English teachers by studying a product: writing.
Our critical skills are honed by examining literature, which is finished writing; language as it has been used by authors. And then, fully trained in the
autopsy, we go out and are assigned to teach our students to write, to make
language live.
Naturally we try to use our training. It's an investment and so we teach

writing as a product, focusing our critical attentions' on what our students

have done, as if they had passed literature in to us. It isn't literature, of
course, and we use our skills, with which we can dissect and sometimes almost destroy Shakespeare or Robert Lowell to prove it.
Our students knew it wasn't literature when they passed it in, and our attack usually does little more than confirm their lack of self-respect for their
work and for themselves; we are as frustrated as our students, for conscientious, doggedly responsible, repetitive autopsying doesn't give birth to live

writing. The product doesn't improve, and so, blaming the studentwho
else ? we pass him along to the next teacher, who is trained, too often, the
same way we were. Year after year the student shudders under a barrage of
criticism, much of it brilliant, some of it stupid, and all of it irrelevant. No
matter how careful our criticisms, they do not help the student since when
we teach composition we are not teaching a product, we are teaching a
process.

And once you can look at your composition program with the realization you are teaching a process, you may be able to design a curriculum
which works. Not overnight, for writing is a demanding, intellectual process;
Reprinted from The Leaflet (November 1972): 11-14. Used with_permission.
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but sooner than you think, for the process can be put to work to produce a
product which may be worth your reading:
What is the process we should teach? It is the process of discovery
through language. It is the process of exploration of what we know and what
we feel about what we know through language. It is the process of using language to learn about our world, to evaluate what we learn about our world,
to communicate what we learn about our world.
Instead of teaching finished writing, we should teach unfinished writing, and glory in its unfinishedness. We work with language in action. We
share with our students the continual excitement of choosing one word instead of another, of searching for the one true word.
This is not a question of correct or incorrect, of etiquette or custom.
This is a matter of far higher importance. The writer, as he writes, is making
ethical decisions. He doesn't test his words by a rule hook, but by life. He
uses language to reveal the truth to himself so that he can tell it to others. It
is an exciting, eventful, evolving process.
This process of discovery through language we call writing can be introduced to your classroom as soon as you have a very simple understanding of

that process, and as soon as you accept the full implications of teaching
process, not product.
The writing process itself can be divided into three stages: prewriting,
writing, and rewriting. The amount of time a writer spends in each stage depends on his personality, his work habits, his maturity as a craftsman, and
the challenge of what he is trying to say. It is not a rigid lock-step process, but
most writers most of the time pass through these three stages.
Prewriting is everything that takes place before the first draft. Prewriting
usually takes about 85% of the writer's time. It includes the awareness of his
world from which his subject is born. In prewriting, the writer focuses on
that subject, spots an audience, chooses a form which may carry his subject

to his audience. Prewriting may include research and daydreaming, notemaking and outlining, title-writing and lead-writing.
Writing is the act of producing a first draft. It is the fastest part of the
process, and the most frightening, for it is a commitment. When you complete a draft you know how much, and how little, you.know. And the writing

of this first draftrough, searching, unfinished may take as little as one
percent of the writer's time.

Rewriting is reconsideration of subject, form, and audience. It is researching, rethinking, redesigning, rewritingand finally, line-by-line editing, the demanding, satisfying process of making each word right. It may
take many times the hours required for a first draft, perhaps the remaining
fourteen percent of the time the writer spends on the project.

19
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How do you motivate your student to pass through this process, perhaps
even pass through it again and again on the same piece of writing?

First by shutting up. When you are talking he isn't writing. And you
don't learn a process by talking about it, but by doing it. Next by placing the
opportunity for discovery in your student's hands. When you give him an assignment you tell him what to say and how to say it, and thereby cheat your
student of the opportunity to learn the process of discovery we call writing.
To be a teacher of a process such as this takes qualities too few of us
have, but which most of us can develop. We have to he quiet, to listen, to re-

spond. We are not the initiator or the motivator; we are the reader, the
recipient.
We have to be patient and wait, and wait, and wait. The suspense in the
beginning of a writing course is agonizing for the teacher, but if we break
first, if we do the prewriting for our students they will not learn the largest
part of the writing process.
We have to respect the student, not for his product, not for the paper we
call literature by giving it a grade, but for the search for truth in which he is
engaged. We must listen carefully for those words that may reveal a truth,
that may reveal a voice. We must respect our student for his potential truth
and for his potential voice. We are coaches, encouragers, developers, cre-

ators of environments in which our students can experience the writing
process for themselves.
Let us see what some of the implications of teaching process, not product, are for the composition curriculum.

Implication No. 1. The text of the writing course is the student's own
writing. Students examine their own evolving writing and that of their classmates, so that they study writing while it is still a matter of choice, word by
word.

Implication No. 2. The student finds his own subject. It is not the job of
the teacher to legislate the student's truth. It is the responsibility of the student to explore his own world with his own language, to discover his own
meaning. The teacher supports but does not direct this expedition to the student's own truth.
Implication No. 3. The student uses his own language. Too often, as
writer and teacher Thomas Williams points out, we teach English to our students as if it were a foreign language. Actually, most of our students have
learned a great deal of language before they come to us, and they are quite
willing to exploit that language if they are allowed to embark on a serious
search for their own truth.
Implication No. 4. The student should have the opportunity to write all
the drafts necessary for him to discover what he has to say on this particular
5
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subject. Each new draft, of course, is counted as equal to a new paper. You
are not teaching a product, you are teaching a process.
Implication No. 5. The student is encouraged to attempt any form of
writing which may help him discover and communicate what he has to say.
The process which produces "creative" and "functional" writing is the same.
You are not teaching products such as business letters and poetry, narrative
and exposition. You are teaching a product your students can usenow and

in the futureto produce whatever product his subject and his audience
demand.
Implication No. 6. Mechanics come last. It is important to the writer,
once he has discovered what he has to say, that nothing get between him
and his reader. He must break only those traditions of written communication which would obscure his meaning.
Implication No. 7. There must be time for the writing process to take
place and time for it to end. The writer must work within the stimulating
tension of unpressured time to think and dream and stare out windows, and
pressured time the deadline to which the writer must deliver.
Implication No. 8. Papers are examined to see what other choices the
writer might make. The primary responsibility for seeing the choices is the
student. He is learning a process. His papers are always unfinished, evolving,
until the end of the marking period. A grade finishes a paper, the way publication usually does. The student writer is not graded on drafts any more
than a concert pianist is judged on his practice sessions rather than on his
performance. The student writer is graded on what he has produced at the
end of the writing process.
Implication No. 9. The students are individuals who must explore the
writing process in their own way, some fast, some slow, whatever it takes for.
them, within the limits of the course deadlines, to find their own way to their
own truth.
Implication No. 10. There are no rules, no absolutes, just alternatives.
What works one time may not another. All writing is experimental.
None of these implications require a special schedule, exotic training,
extensive new materials or gadgetry, new classrooms, or an increase in federal, state, or local funds. They do not even require a reduced teaching load.
What they do require is a teacher who will respect and respond to his students, not for what they have done, but for what they may do; not for what
they have produced, but for what they may produce, if they are, given an opportunity to see writing as a process, not a product.
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Writing as a Mode of Learning
JANET EMIG

Writing represents a unique mode of learningnot merely valuable, not
merely special, but unique. That will be my contention in this paper. The
thesis is straightforward. Writing serves learning uniquely because writing
as process-and-product possesses a cluster of attributes that correspond
uniquely to certain powerful learning strategies.
Although the notion is clearly debatable, it is scarcely a private belief.
Some of the most distinguished contemporary psychologists have at least implied such a role for writing as heuristic. Lev Vygotsky, A. R. Luria, and
Jerome Bruner, for example, have all pointed out that higher cognitive functions, such as analysis and synthesis, seem to develop most fully only with
the support system of verbal language .particularly, it seems, of written language.1 Some of their arguments and evidence will be incorporated here.
Here I have a prior purpose: to describe as tellingly as possible how writing uniquely corresponds to certain powerful learning strategies. Making
such a case for the uniqueness of writing should logically and theoretically
involve establishing many contrasts, distinctions between (1) writing and all
other verbal languaging processeslistening, reading, and especially talk-

ing; (2) writing and all other forms of composing, such as composing a
painting, a symphony, a dance, a film, a building; and (3) composing in
words and composing in the two other major graphic symbol systems of
mathematical equations and scientific formulae. For the purposes of this
paper, the task is simpler, since most students are not permitted by most curricula to discover the values of composing, say, in dance, or even in film;
and most students are not sophisticated enough to create, to originate formulations, using the highly abstruse symbol system of equations and formuReprinted from College Composition and Communication 28.2 (May 1977): 122-28. Copyright @ 1977 by Janet Emig. Used with permission.
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lae. Verbal language represents the most available medium for composing;
in fact, the significance of sheer availability in its selection as a mode for
learning can probably not be overstressed. But the uniqueness of writing
among the verbal languaging processes does need to he established and supported if only because so many curricula and courses in English still consist
almost exclusively of reading and listening.

WRITING AS A UNIQUE LANGUAGING PROCESS
Traditionally, the four languaging processes of listening, talking, reading,
and writing are paired in either of two ways. The more informative seems to
be the division many linguists make between first-order and second-order
processes, with talking and listening characterized as first-order processes;
reading and writing, as second-order. First-order processes are acquired
without formal or systematic instruction; the second-order processes of reading and writing tend to be learned initially only with the aid of formal and
systematic instruction.
The less useful distinction is that between listening and reading as receptive functions and talking and writing as productive functions. Critics of
these terms like Louise Rosenblatt rightfully point out that the connotation
of passivity too often accompanies the notion of receptivity when reading,
like listening, is a vital, construing act.
An additional distinction, so simple it may have been previously overlooked, resides in two criteria: the matters of origination and of graphic record-

ing. Writing is originating and creating a unique verbal construct that is
graphically recorded. Reading is creating or re-creating but not originating a
verbal construct that is graphically recorded. Listening is creating or re-creating
but not originating a verbal construct that is not graphically recorded. Talking
is creating and originating a verbal construct that is not graphically recorded
(except for the circuitous routing of a transcribed tape). Note that a distinction
is being made between creating and originating, separable processes.
For talking, the nearest languaging process, additional distinctions should

probably be made. (What follows is not a denigration of talk as a valuable
mode of learning.) A silent classroom or one filled only with the teacher's
voice is anathema to learning. For evidence of the cognitive value of talk, one
can look to some of the persuasive monographs coming from the London
Schools Council project on writing: From Information to Understanding by
Nancy Martin or From Talking to Writing by Peter Medway.2 We also know
that for some of us, talking is a valuable, even necessary, form of pre-writing.
In his curriculum, James Moffett makes the value of such talk quite explicit.

23t,'
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But to say that talking is a valuable form of pre-writing is not to say that
writing is talk recorded, an inaccuracy appearing in far too many composition texts. Rather, a number of contemporary trans-disciplinary sources suggest that talking and writing may emanate from different organic sources and
represent quite different, possibly distinct, language functions. In Thought
and Language, Vygotsky notes that "written speech is a separate linguistic
function, differing from oral speech in both structure and mode of functioning."3 The sociolinguist Dell Hymes, in a valuable issue of Daedalus, "Language as a Human Problem," makes a comparable point: "That speech and
writing are not simply interchangeable, and have developed historically in
ways at least partly autonomous, is obvious."4 At the first session of the Buffalo

Conference on Researching Composition (4-5 October 1975), the first point
of unanimity among the participant-speakers with interests in developmental
psychology, media, dreams and aphasia was that talking and writing were
markedly different functions.5 Some of us who work rather steadily with writing research agree. We also believe that there are hazards, conceptually and
pedagogically, in creating too complete an analogy between talking and writing, in blurring the very real differences between the two.

What Are These Differences?
Writing is learned behavior; talking is natural, even irrepressible,
behavior.
2. Writing then is an artificial process; talking is not.
1.

3.

Writing is a technological devicenot the wheel, but early enough
to qualify as primary technology; talking is organic, natural, earlier.

4. Most writing is slower than most talking.
5.

6.
7.
8.

9.
10.

Writing is stark, barren, even naked as a medium; talking is rich,
luxuriant, inherently redundant.
Talk leans on the environment; writing must provide its own
context.
With writing, the audience is usually absent; with talking, the listener is usually present.
Writing usually results in a visible graphic product; talking usually
does not.
Perhaps because there is a product involved, writing tends to be a
more responsible and committed act than talking.

It can even be said that throughout history, an aura, an ambience, a
mystique has usually encircled the written word; the spoken word
9
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has for the most part proved ephemeral and treated mundanely (ignore, please, our recent national history).
11. Because writing is often our representation of the world made visible, embodying both process and product, writing is more readily a
form and source of learning than talking.

UNIQUE CORRESPONDENCES
BETWEEN LEARNING AND WRITING
What then are some unique correspondences between learning and writing?
To begin with some definitions: Learning can be defined in many ways, according to one's predilections and training, with all statements about learning of course hypothetical. Definitions range from the chemo-physiological
("Learning is changed patterns of protein synthesis in relevant portions of
the cortex")6 to transactive views drawn from both philosophy and psychology (John Dewey, Jean Piaget) that learning is the re-organization or con-

firmation of a cognitive scheme in light of an experience.? What the
speculations seem to share is consensus about certain features and strategies
that characterize successful learning. These include the importance of the
classic attributes of re-inforcement and feedback. In most hypotheses, successful learning is also connective and selective. Additionally, it makes use
of propositions,. hypotheses, and other elegant summarizers. Finally, it is ac-

tive, engaged, personalmore specifically, self-rhythmed in nature.
Jerome Bruner, like Jean Piaget, through a comparable set of categories,
posits three major ways in which we represent and deal with actuality: (1)

enactive we learn "by doing"; (2) iconic we learn "by depiction in an
image"; and (3) representational or symbolic we learn "by restatement in
words."8 To overstate the matter, in enactive learning, the hand predominates; in iconic, the eye; and in symbolic, the brain.
What is striking about writing as a process is that, by its very nature, all
three ways of dealing with actuality are simultaneously or almost simultaneously deployed. That is, the symbolic transformation of experience through
the specific symbol system of verbal language is shaped into an icon (the
graphic product) by the enactive hand. If the most efficacious learning occurs when learning is re-inforced, then writing through its inherent reinforcing cycle involving hand, eye, and brain marks a uniquely powerful
multi-representational mode for learning.
Writing is also integrative in perhaps the most basic possible sense: the
organic, the functional. Writing involves the fullest possible functioning of
10
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the brain, which entails the active participation in the process of both the
left and the right hemispheres. Writing is markedly bispheral, although in
some popular accounts, writing is inaccurately presented as a chiefly lefthemisphere activity, perhaps because the linear written product is somehow
regarded as analogue for the process that created it; and the left hemisphere
seems to process material linearly.

The right hemisphere, however, seems to make at least three, perhaps
four, major contributions to the writing processprobably, to the creative
process generically. First, several researchers, such as Geschwind and Snyder of Harvard and Zaidal of Cal Tech, through markedly different experiments, have very tentatively suggested that the right hemisphere is the
sphere, even the seat, of emotions.9 Secondor perhaps as an illustration of
the firstHoward Gardner, in his important study of the brain-damaged,
notes that our sense of emotional appropriateness in discourse may reside in
the right sphere:
.

Emotional appropriateness, in sum being related not only to what is said,
but to how it is said and to what is not said, as well is crucially dependent
on right hemisphere intaetness.l°

Third, the right hemisphere seems to be the source of intuition, of sudden
gestalts, of flashes of images, of abstractions occurring as visual or spatial
wholes, as the initiating metaphors in the creative process. A familiar example: William Faulkner .noted in his Paris Review interview that The Sound
and the Fury began as the image of a little girl's muddy drawers as she sat in a
tree watching her grandmother's funeral.11

Also, a unique form of feedback, as well as reinforcement, exists with
writing, because information from the process is immediately and visibly
available as that portion of the product already written. The importance for
learning of a product in a familiar and available medium for immediate, literal (that is, visual) re-scanning and review cannot perhaps be overstated. In
his remarkable study of purportedly blind sculptors, Geza Revesz found that
without sight, persons cannot move beyond a literal transcription of elements into any manner of symbolic transformationby definition, the central requirement for reformulation and re-interpretation, i.e., revision, that
most aptly named process.'2
As noted in the second paragraph, Vygotsky and Luria, like Bruner, have
written importantly about the connections between learning and writing. In
his essay "The Psychobiology of Psychology," Bruner lists as one of six axioms
regarding learning: "We are connective."I3 Another correspondence then between learning and writing: in Thought and Language, Vygotsky notes that
11
fi-)
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writing makes a unique demand in that the writer must engage in "deliberate
semantics " in Vygotsky's elegant phrase, "deliberate structuring of the web
of meaning."14 Such structuring is required because, for Vygotsky, writing
centrally represents an expansion of inner speech, that mode whereby we
talk to ourselves, which is "maximally compact" and "almost entirely predicative"; written speech is a mode which is "maximally detailed" and which
requires explicitly supplied subjects and topics. The medium then of written
verbal language requires the establishment of systematic connections and
relationships. Clear writing by definition is that writing which signals without ambiguity the nature of conceptual relationships, whether they be coordinate, subordinate, superordinate, causal, or something other.
Successful learning is also engaged, committed, personal learning. Indeed, impersonal learning may be an anomalous concept, like the very no-

tion of objectivism itself. As Michael Polanyi states simply at the
beginning of Personal Knowledge: "the ideal of strict objectivism is absurd." (How many courses and curricula in English, science, and all else
does that one sentence reduce to rubble?) Indeed, the theme of Personal
Knowledge is that
into every act of knowing there enters a passionate contribution of the person knowing what is being known, . . this coefficient is no mere imperfection but a vital component of his knowledge.I5
.

In Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance, Robert Pirsig states a comparable theme:
The Quality which creates the world emerges as a relationship between
man and his experience. He is a participant in the creation of all things.I6

Finally, the psychologist George Kelly has as the central notion in his
subtle and compelling theory of personal constructs man as a scientist
steadily and actively engaged in making and re-making his hypotheses about
the nature of the universe.17
We are acquiring as well some empirical confirmation about the importance of engagement in, as well as self-selection of, a subject for the student

learning to write and writing to learn. The recent Sanders and Littlefield
study, reported in Research in the Teaching of English, is persuasive evidence on this point, as well as being a model for a certain type of research.18
As Luria implies in the quotation above, writing is self-rhythmed. One

writes best as one learns best, at one's own pace. Or to connect the two
processes, writing can sponsor learning because it can match its pace. Sup-
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port for the importance of self-pacing to learning can be found in Benjamin
Bloom's important study "Time and Learning. "19 Evidence for the significance of self-pacing to writing can be found in the reason Jean-Paul Sartre
gave last summer for not using the tape-recorder when he announced that
blindness in his second eye had forced him to give up writing:
I think there is an enormous difference between speaking and writing. One
rereads what one rewrites. But one can read slowly or quickly: in other
words, you do not know how long you will have to take deliberating over a
sentence.. .. If I listen to a tape recorder, the listening speed is determined
by the speed at which the tape turns and not by my own needs. Therefore I
will always be either lagging behind or running ahead of the machine.20

Writing is connective as a process in a more subtle and perhaps more
significant way, as Luria points out in what may be the most powerful paragraph of rationale ever supplied for writing as heuristic:
Written speech is bound up with the inhibition of immediate synpractical
connections. It assumes a much slower, repeated mediating process of analysis and synthesis, which makes it possible not only to develop the required
thought, but even to revert to its earlier stages, thus transforming the sequential chain of connections in a simultaneous, self-reviewing structure. Written
speech thus represents a new and powerful instrument of thought.21

But first to explicate: writing inhibits "immediate synpractical connections." Luria defines synpraxis as "concrete-active" situations in which language does not exist independently but as a "fragment" of an ongoing action
"outside of which it is incomprehensible."22 In Language and Learning,
James Britton defines it succinctly as "speech-cum-action."23 Writing, unlike talking, restrains dependence upon the actual situation. Writing as a
mode is inherently more self-reliant than speaking. Moreover, as Bruner
states in explicating Vygotsky, "Writing virtually forces a remoteness of reference on the language user."24
Luria notes what has already been noted above: that writing, typically, is
a "much slower" process than talking. But then he points out the relation of

this slower pace to learning: this slower pace allows forindeed, encour-

agesthe shuttling among past, present, and future. Writing, in other
words, connects the three major tenses of our experience to make meaning.
And the two major, modes by which these three aspects are united are the
processes of analysis and synthesis: analysis, the breaking of entities into
their constituent parts; and synthesis, combining or fusing these, often into
fresh arrangements or amalgams.
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Finally, writing is epigenetic, with the complex evolutionary development of thought steadily and graphically visible and available throughout as a
record of the journey, from jottings and notes to full discursive formulations.

For a summary of the correspondences stressed here between certain
learning strategies and certain attributes of writing see Figure 1.
This essay represents a first effort to make a certain kind of case for writ-

ingspecifically, to show its unique value for learning. It is at once over-

elaborate and under specific. Too much of the formulation is in the
off-putting jargon of the learning theorist, when my own predilection would
have been to emulate George Kelly and to avoid terms like reinforcement

and feedback since their use implies that I live inside a certain paradigm
about learning I don't truly inhabit. Yet I hope that the essay will start a crucial line of inquiry; for unless the losses to learners of not writing are com-

pellingly described and substantiated by experimental and speculative
research, writing itself as a central academic process may not long endure.
Figure 1

Unique cluster of correspondences between certain learning strategies
and certain attributes of writing.

Selected Characteristics of Successful
Learning Strategies

Selected Attributes of Writing
Process and Product

1. Profits from multi-representational.
and integrative re-inforcement
2. Seeks self-provided feedback:

Represents process uniquely multirepresentational and integrative
2. Represents powerful instance of
self-provided feedback:
a. provides product uniquely
available for immediate feedback
(review and re-evaluation)
b. provides record of evolution of
thought since writing is epigenetic as process-and-product
3. Provides connections:
a. establishes explicit and
systematic conceptual groupings
through lexical, syntactic, and
rhetorical devices
b. represents most available means
(verbal language) for economic
recording of abstract formulations
4. Is active, engaged, personal
notably, self-rhythmed
1.

a. immediate

b. long-term

3.

Is connective:

a. makes generative conceptual
groupings, synthetic and analytic

b. proceeds from propositions,
hypotheses, and other elegant
summarizers
4. Is active, engaged, personal
notably, self-rhythmed
14
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The Composing Processes
of Unskilled College Writers
SONDRA PERL

This paper presents the pertinent findings from a study of the composing
processes of five unskilled college writers (Perl, 1978). The first part summarizes the goals of the original study, the kinds of data collected, and the re.

search methods employed. The second part is a synopsis of the study of
Tony, one of the original five case studies. The third part presents a condensed version of the findings on the composing process and discusses these
findings in light of current pedagogical practice and research design.

GOALS OF THE STUDY
This research addressed three major questions: (1) How do unskilled writers
write? (2) Can their writing processes be analyzed in a systematic, replicable
manner? and (3) What does an increased understanding of their processes
suggest about the nature of composing in general and the manner in which
writing is taught in the schools?
In recent years, interest in the composing process has grown (Britton,
1975; Burton, 1973; Cooper, 1974; Emig, 1967, 1971). In 1963, Braddock,
Lloyd-Jones, and Schoer, writing on the state of research in written composition, included the need for "direct observation" and case study procedures
in their suggestions for future research (pp. 24, 31-32). In a section entitled

"Unexplored Territory," they listed basic unanswered questions such as,
"\A/hat is involved in the act of writing?" and "Of what does skill in writing
Reprinted from Research in the Thaching of English 13.4 (December 1979): 317-36. Used
with permission.
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actually consist?" (p. 51). Fifteen years later, Cooper and Odell (1978)
edited a volume similar in scope, only this one was devoted entirely to issues
and questions related to research on composing. This volume in particular

signals a shift in emphasis in writing research. Alongside the traditional,
large scale experimental studies, there is now widespread recognition of the
need for works of a more modest, probing nature, works that attempt to elucidate basic processes. The studies on composing that have been completed
to date are precisely of this kind; they are small-scale studies, based on the
systematic observation of writers engaged in the process of writing (Emig,
1971; Graves, 1973; Mischel, 1974; Pianko, 1977; Stallard, 1974).
For all of its promise, this body of research has yet to produce work that
would insure wide recognition for the value of process studies of composing.
One limitation of work done to date is methodological. Narrative descriptions
of composing processes do not provide sufficiently graphic evidence for the
perception of underlying regularities and patterns. Without such evidence, it is
difficult to generate well-defined hypotheses and to move from exploratory research to more controlled experimental studies. A second limitation pertains to
the subjects studied. To date no examination of composing processes has dealt
primarily with unskilled writers. As long as "average" or skilled writers are the
focus, it remains unclear as to how process research will provide teachers with a
firmer understanding of the needs of students with serious writing problems.

The present study is intended to carry process research forward by addressing both of these limitations. One prominent feature of the research de-

sign involves the development and use of a meaningful and replicable
method for rendering the composing process as a sequence of observable and

storable behaviors. A second aspect of the design is the focus on students
whose writing problems baffle the teachers charged with their education.

DESIGN OF THE STUDY
This study took place during the 1975-76 fall semester at Eugenio Maria de
Hostos Community College of the City University of New York. Students
were selected for the study on the basis of two criteria: writing samples that
qualified them as unskilled writers and willingness to participate. Each student met with the researcher for five 90-minute sessions (see Table 1). Four

sessions were devoted to writing with the students directed to compose
aloud, to externalize their thinking processes as much as possible, during
each session. In one additional session, a writing profile on the students' per-

ceptions and memories of writing was developed through the use of an
open-ended interview. All of the sessions took place in a soundproof room in
18
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Table I

Design of the study.
Session 1
(S1)

Session 2
(S2)

Mode

Extensive

Reflexive

Topic

Society &

Society &

Culture

Culture

Directions Students
told to
compose
aloud; no
other
directions
given

Session 3
(S3)

Interview:
Writing
Profile

Students
told to
compose
aloud; no

other
directions
given

Session 4
(S4)

Session 5
(S5)

Extensive

Reflexive

Capitalism

Capitalism

Students
told to
compose
aloud; also
directed to
talk out
ideas before
writing

Students
told to
compose
aloud; also
directed to
talk out
ideas before
writing

the college library. Throughout each session, the researcher assumed a noninterfering role.
The topics for writing were developed in an introductory social science
course in which the five students were enrolled. The "content" material they
were studying was divided into two modes: extensive, in which the writer was
directed to approach the material in an objective, impersonal fashion, and reflexive, in which the writer was directed to approach similar material in an affective, personalized fashion. Contrary to Emig's (1971) definitions, in this
study it was assumed that the teacher was always the audience.

DATA ANALYSIS
Three kinds of data were collected in this study: the students' written products, their composing tapes, and their responses to the interview. Each of
these was studied carefully and then discussed in detail in each of the five
case study presentations. Due to limitations of space, this paper will review
only two of the data sets generated in the study.

Coding the Composing Process
One of the goals of this research was to devise a tool for describing the movements that occur during composing. In the past such descriptions have taken
19
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the form of narratives which detail, with relative precision and insight, observable composing behaviors; however, these narratives provide no way of ascertaining the frequency, relative importance, and place of each behavior within
an individual's composing process. As such, they are cumbersome and difficult
to replicate. Furthermore, lengthy, idiosyncratic narratives run the risk of leaving underlying patterns and regularities obscure. In contrast, the method created in this research provides a means of viewing the composing process that is:
I. Standardized it introduces a coding system for observing the com-

posing process that can be replicated;
2.

Categorical it labels specific, observable behaviors so that types of
composing movements are revealed;

3. Concise it presents the entire sequence of composing movements
on one or two pages;
4. Structural it provides a way of determining how parts of the process

relate to the whole; and
5.

Diachronic it presents the sequences of movements that occur
during composing as they unfold in time.

In total, the method allows the researcher to apprehend a process as it unfolds. It lays out the movements or behavior sequences in such a way that if
patterns within a student's process or among a group of students exist, they
become apparent.

The Code
The method consists of coding each composing behavior exhibited by the
student and charting each behavior on a continuum. During this study, the
coding occurred after the student had finished composing and was done by
working from the student's written product and the audiotape of the session.
It was possible to do this since the tape captured both what the student was
saying and the literal sound of the pen moving across the page. As a result; it
was possible to determine when students were talking, when they were writing, when both occurred simultaneously, and when neither occurred.
The major categorical divisions in this coding system are talking, writing, and reading; however, it was clear that there are various kinds of talk
and various kinds of writing and reading operations, and that a coding system would need to distinguish among these various types. In this study the
following operations were distinguished:
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1.

General planning [PL]organizing one's thoughts for writing, discussing how one will proceed.

2. Local planning [PLL] talking out what idea will come next.
3. Global planning [PLG] discussing changes in drafts.
4. Commenting [C] sighing, making a comment or judgment
about the topic.
5. Interpreting [I] rephrasing the topic to get a "handle" on it.
6. Assessing [A(+); A()] making a judgment about one's writing;
may be positive or negative.

7. Questioning [Q]asking a question.
8. Talking leading to writing [T W] voicing ideas on the topic,
tentatively finding one's way, but not necessarily being committed
to or using all one is saying.
9. Talking and writing at the same time [TW] composing aloud in
such a way that what one is saying is actually being written at the
same time.

10. Repeating [re] repeating written or unwritten phrases a number
of times.

11. Reading related to the topic:
a. Reading the directions [RD]
b. Reading the question [RQ]

c. Reading the statement [Rs]
12. Reading related to one's own written product:
a. Reading one sentence or a few words [Ra]

b. Reading a number of sentences together [W-b]

c. Reading the entire draft through [Rwl]

13. Writing silently [W].

14. Writing aloud [TW].
15. Editing [E]:
a. Adding syntactic markers, words, phrases, or clauses [Eadd]
b. Deleting syntactic markers, words, phrases, or clauses [Edel]
c. Indicating concern for a grammatical rule [Egr]
d. Adding, deleting, or considering the use of punctuation [Epunc]
21
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e. Considering or changing spelling [Esp]

f. Changing the sentence structure through embedding, coordination or subordination [Ess]
g. Indicating concern for appropriate vocabulary (word choice)
[Ewc]

h. Considering or changing verb form [Eve]
16. Periods of silence [s].

By taking specific observable behaviors that occur during composing
and supplying labels for them, this system thus far provides a way of analyz-

ing the process that is categorical and capable of replication. In order to
view the frequency and the duration of composing behaviors and the relation between one particular behavior and the whole process, these behaviors
need to be depicted graphically to show their duration and sequence.

The Continuum
The second component of this system is the construction of a time line and
a numbering system. In this study, blank charts with lines like the following
were designed:
10

20

40

30

50

60

70

A ten-digit interval corresponds to one minute and is keyed to a counter
on a tape recorder. By listening to the tape and watching the counter, it is
possible to determine the nature and duration of each operation. As each
behavior is heard on the tape, it is coded and then noted on the chart with
the counter used as a time marker. For example, if a student during prewriting reads the directions and the question twice and then begins to plan exactly what she is going to say, all within the first minute, it would be coded
like this:
Prewriting
RDRQRDRQPLL
10

If at this point the student spends two minutes writing the first sentence, dur-

ing which time she pauses, rereads the question, continues writing, and
then edits for spelling before continuing on, it would be coded like this:
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TW,

/RQ

Tw,[Esp]IWI
80

20

At this point two types of brackets and numbering systems have appeared. The initial sublevel number linked with the TW code indicates
which draft the student is working on. TW1 indicates the writing of the first

draft; TW2 and TW3 indicate the writing of the second and third drafts.
Brackets such as [Esp] separ.ate these operations from writing and indicate
the amount of time the operation takes. The upper-level number above the
horizontal bracket indicates which sentence in the written product is being
written and the length of the bracket indicates the amount of time spent on
the writing of each sentence. All horizontal brackets refer to sentences, and
from the charts it is possible to see when sentences are grouped together and
written in a chunk (adjacent brackets) or when each sentence is produced
in isolation (gaps between brackets). (See Appendix for sample chart.)
The charts can be read by moving along the time line, noting which be-

haviors occur and in what sequence. Three types of comments are also
included in the charts. In bold-face type, the beginning and end of each
draft are indicated; in lighter type-face, comments on the actual composing
movements are provided; and in the lightest type-face, specific statements
made by students or specific words they found particularly troublesome are
noted.
From the charts, the following information can be determined:
1.

the amount of time spent during prewriting;

2.

the strategies used during prewriting;

3.

the amount of time spent writing each sentence;

4. the behaviors that occur while each sentence is being written;
5. when sentences are written in groups or "chunks" (fluent writing);
6. when sentences are written in isolation (choppy or sporadic
writing);
7.

the amount of time spent between sentences;

8.

the behaviors that occur between sentences;

9. when editing occurs (during the writing of sentences, between sentences, in the time between drafts);
10. the frequency of editing behavior;
23
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11. the nature of the editing operations; and
12. where and in what frequency pauses or periods of silence occur in
the process.
The charts, or composing style sheets as they are called, do not explain what
students wrote but rather how they wrote. They indicate, on one page, the sequences of behavior that occur from the beginning of the process to the end.
From them it is possible to determine where and how these behaviors fall into
patterns and whether these patterns vary according to the mode of discourse.
It should be noted that although the coding system is presented before

the analysis of the data, it was derived from the data and then used as the
basis for generalizing about the patterns and behavioral sequences found
within each student's process. These individual patterns were reported in
each of the five case studies. Thus, initially, a style sheet was constructed for
each writing session on each student. When there were four style sheets for

each student, it was possible to determine if composing patterns existed
among the group. The summary of results reported here is based on the patterns revealed by these charts.

Analyzing Miscues in the Writing Process
Miscue analysis is based on Goodman's model of the reading process. Created in 1962, it has become a widespread tool for studying what students do
when they read and is based on the premise that reading is a psycholinguistic process which "uses language, in written form, to get to the meaning"
(Goodman, 1973, p. 4). Miscue analysis "involves its user in examining the
observed behavior of oral readers as an interaction between language and

thought, as a process of constructing meaning from a graphic display"
(Goodman, 1973, p. 4). Methodologically, the observer analyzes the mismatch that occurs when readers make responses during oral reading that dif-

fer from the text. This mismatch or miscueing is then analyzed from
Goodman's "meaning-getting" model, based on the assumption that "the
reader's preoccupation with meaning will show in his miscues, because they
will tend to result in language that still makes sense" (Goodman, 1973, p. 9).

In the present study, miscue analysis was adapted from Goodman's
model in order to provide insight into the writing process. Since students
composed aloud, two types of oral behaviors were available for study: encoding processes or what students spoke while they were writing and decoding
processes or what students "read"1 after they had finished writing. When a

discrepancy existed between encoding or decoding and what was on the
paper, it was referred to as miscue.
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For encoding, the miscue analysis was carried out in the following
manner:

1. The students' written products were typed, preserving the original
style and spelling.
2. What students said while composing aloud was checked against the
written products; discrepancies were noted on the paper wherever
they occurred.
3. The discrepancies were categorized and counted.
Three miscue categories were derived for encoding:
1.

Speaking complete ideas but omitting certain words during writing.

2. Pronouncing words with plural markers or other suffixes completely
but omitting these endings during writing.
3. Pronouncing the desired word but writing a homonym, an approximation of the word or a personal abbreviation of the word on paper.

For decoding, similar procedures were used, this time comparing the
words of the written product with what the student "read" orally. When a
discrepancy occurred, it was noted. The discrepancies were then categorized and counted.
Four miscue categories were derived for decoding:
1.

"Reading in" missing words or word endings;

2. Deleting words or word endings;
3.

"Reading" the desired word rather than the word on the page;

4. "Reading" abbreviations and misspellings as though they were writ-

ten correctly.
A brief summary of the results of this analysis appears in the findings.

SYNOPSIS OF A CASE STUDY
Tony was a 20-year-old ex-Marine born and raised in the Bronx, New York.

Like many Puerto Ricans born in the United States, he was able to speak
Spanish, but he considered English his native tongue. In the eleventh grade,
Tony left high school, returning three years later to take the New York State
25
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high school equivalency exam. As a freshman in college, he was also working part-time to support a child and a wife from whom lie was separated.

Behaviors
The composing style sheets provide an overview of the observable behaviors
exhibited by Tony during the composing process. (See Appendix for samples
of Tony's writing and the accompanying composing style sheet.) The most
salient feature of Tony's composing process was its recursiveness. Tony rarely
produced a sentence without stopping to reread either a part or the whole.
This repetition set up a particular kind of composing rhythm, one that was
cumulative in nature and that set ideas in motion by its very repetitiveness.
Thus, as can be seen from any of the style sheets, talking led to writing
which led to reading which led to planning which again led to writing.
The style sheets indicated a difference in the composing rhythms exhibited in the extensive and reflexive modes. On the extensive topics there was
not only more repetition within each sentence but also many more pauses
and repetitions between sentences, with intervals often lasting as long as two
minutes. On the reflexive topics, sentences were often written in groups,
with fewer rereadings and only minimal time intervals separating the creation of one sentence from another.
Editing occurred consistently in all sessions. From the moment Tony
began writing, he indicated a concern for correct form that actually inhibited the development of ideas. In none of the writing sessions did he ever
write more than two sentences before lie began to edit. While editing fit into
his overall recursive pattern, it simultaneously interrupted the composing
rhythm he had just initiated.
During the intervals between drafts, Tony read his written work, assessed
his writing, planned new phrasings, transitions or endings, read the directions and the question over, and edited once again.

Tony performed these operations in both the extensive and reflexive
modes and was remarkably consistent in all of his composing operations.
The style sheets attest both to this consistency and to the densely packed,
tight quality of Tony's composing process indeed, if the notations on these
sheets were any indication at all, it was clear that Tony's composing process
was so full that there was little room left for invention or change.

Fluency
fable 2 provides a numerical analysis of Tony's writing performance. Here
it is possible to compare not only the amount of time spent on the various
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Table 2

Tony: Summary of four writing sessions (time in minutes).

S4 T-->W

Si TW1
Drafts

WI

W2

18.8
51.0

Total

302

Total
composing: 91.2*

WI

--..
ro

o4

a.

Prewriting: 8.0

132
170

7.3

r°

W2

182
174

29.0
33.9

Total

356

Total
composing: 82.0*

S5 T -W

S2 TWI
Drafts

Words

Time

Drafts

Words

=
jD

WI

<

W2
W3

.178

Total

512

b'
12,-,

ro

165
169

Time
Prewriting: 5.7

Prewriting: 3.5
?`

Time

Words

Prewriting: 7.8

rt

rTI
CD

Drafts

Time

Words

14.5

WI

25.0
24.2

W2
W3

Total
composing: 76.0*

Total

208
190
152

550

24.0
38.3
20.8

Total
composing: 96.0*

* Total composing includes time spent on editing and rere -Kling, as well as actual writing.

composing operations but also the relative fluency. For Sessions 1 and 2 the
data indicate that while Tony spent more time prewriting and writing in the
extensive mode, he actually produced fewer words. For Sessions 4 and 5, a

similar pattern can be detected. In the extensive mode, Tony again spent
more time prewriting and produced fewer words. Although writing time
was increased in the reflexive mode, the additional 20 minutes spent writing did not sufficiently account for an increase of 194 words. Rather, the
data indicate that Tony produced more words with less planning and generally in less time in the reflexive mode, suggesting that his greater fluency
lay in this mode.

Strategies
Tony exhibited a number of strategies that served him as a writer whether
the mode was extensive or reflexive. Given my topic, the first operation he

performed was to focus in and narrow down the topic. He did this by
rephrasing the topic until either a word or an idea in the topic linked up
with something in his own experience (an attitude, an opinion, an event). In
27
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this way he established a connection between the field of discourse and
himself and at this point he felt ready to write.

Level of Language Use
Once writing, Tony employed a pattern of classifying or dividing the topic
into manageable pieces and then using one or both of the divisions as the
basis for narration. In the four writing sessions, his classifications were made
on the basis of economic, racial, and political differences. However, all of
his writing reflected a low level of generality. No formal principles were
used to organize the narratives nor were the implications of ideas present in
the essay developed.
In his writing, Tony was able to maintain the extensive/reflexive distinction. He recognized when he was being asked directly for an opinion and
when he was being asked to discuss concepts or ideas that were not directly
linked to his experience. However, the more distance between the topic and
himself, the more difficulty he experienced, and the more repetitive his
process became. Conversely, when the topic was close to his own experience, the smoother and more fluent the process became. More writing was
produced, pauses were fewer, and positive assessment occurred more often.
However, Tony made more assumptions on the part of the audience in the
reflexive mode. When writing about himself, Tony often did not stop to explain the context from which he was writing; rather, the reader's understanding of the context was taken for granted.

Editing
Tony spent a great deal of his composing time editing. However, most of this

time was spent proofreading rather than changing, rephrasing, adding, or
evaluating the substantive parts of the discourse. Of a total of 234 changes
made in all of the sessions, only 24 were related to changes of content and
included the following categories:

Elaborations of ideas through the use of specification and detail;
2. Additions of modals that shift the mood of a sentence;
1.

3.

Deletions that narrow the focus of a paper;

4. Clause reductions or embeddings that tighten the structure of a
paper;
5.

Vocabulary choices that reflect a sensitivity to language;
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6. Reordering of elements in a narrative;
7. Strengthening transitions between paragraphs;
8. Pronoun changes that signal an increased sensitivity to audience.
The 210 changes in form included the following:
4

Additions

19

Verb changes

Deletions

44

Spelling

95

Word choice

13

Punctuation

35

Unresolved problems

89

The area that Tony changed most often was spelling, althOugh, even after
completing three drafts of a paper, Tony still had many words misspelled.

Miscue Analysis
Despite continual proofreading, Tony's completed .drafts often retained a
look of incompleteness. Words remained misspelled, syntax was uncorrected or overcorrected, suffixes, plural markers, and verb endings were
missing, and often words or complete phrases were omitted.
The composing aloud behavior and the miscue analysis derived from it
provide one of the first demonstrable ways of understanding how such seem-

ingly incomplete texts can be considered "finished" by the student. (See
Table 3 for a summary of Tony's miscues.) Tony consistently voiced complete
sentences when composing aloud but only transcribed partial sentences. The
same behavior occurred in relation to,words with plural or marked endings.
However, during rereading and even during editing, Tony supplied the miss-

ing endings, words, or phrases and did not seem to "see" what was missing
from the text. Thus, when reading his paper, Tony "read in" the meaning he
expected to be there which turned him into a reader of content rather than
form. However, a difference can be observed between the extensive and reflexive modes, and in the area of correctness Tony's greater strength lay in the
reflexive mode. In this mode, not only were more words produced in less
time (1,062 vs. 658), but fewer decoding miscues occurred (38 vs. 46), and
fewer unresolved problems remained in the text (34 vs. 55).
When Tony did choose to read for form, he was handicapped in another
way. Through his years of schooling, Tony learned that there were sets of
rules to be applied to one's writing, and he attempted to apply these rules of
form to his prose. Often, though, the structures he produced were far more
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Table 3

TonyMiscue analysis.
ENCODING

Speaking complete
ideas but omitting
certain words during
writing

Pronouncing words
with plural markers
or other suffixes
completely but
omitting these
endings during
writing

of the word or a
personal abbreviation
of the word on paper

Pronouncing the
desired word but
writing a homonym,
an approximation

Total

Si

1

4

11

S2

8

0

S4
S5

4

0

20

3

1

14
16
15

16

5

56

77

16
22
19

DECODING

Reading in
missing words
or word
endings

Deleting words
or word endings

Reading the
desired word
rather than the
word on the
page

Reading
abbreviations
and misspellings
as though they
were written
correctly

Total

Si

10

1

15

S2
S4
S5

27

5

2

10

3

3

0

13

18
19

7

1

2

10

20

25

6

5

48

84

complicated than the simple set of proofreading rules he had at his disposal.
He was therefore faced with applying the rule partially, discarding it, or attempting corrections through sound. None of these systems was completely
helpful to Tony, and as often as a correction was made that improved the discourse, another was made that obscured it.

Summary
Finally, when Tony completed the writing process, he refrained from commenting on or contemplating his total written product. When he initiated
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writing, he immediately established distance between himself as writer and
his discourse. He knew his preliminary draft might have errors and might
need revision. At the end of each session, the distance had decreased if not
entirely disappeared. Tony "read in" missing or omitted features, rarely perceived syntactic errors, and did not untangle overly embedded sentences. It
was as if the semantic model in his head predominated, and the distance
with which he entered the writing process had dissolved. Thus, even with

his concern for revision and for correctness, even with the enormous
amount of time he invested in rereading and repetition, Tony concluded the
composing process with unresolved stylistic and syntactic problems. The
conclusion here is not that Tony can't.write, or that Tony doesn't know how
to write, or that Tony needs to learn more rules: Tony is a writer with a
highly consistent and deeply embedded recursive process. What he needs
are teachers who can interpret that process for him, who can see through the

tangles in the process just as he sees meaning beneath the tangles in his
prose, and who can intervene in such a way that untangling his composing
process leads him to create better prose.

SUMMARY OF THE FINDINGS
A major finding of this study is that, like Tony, all of the students studied displayed consistent composing processes; that is, the behavioral subsequences

prewriting, writing, and editing appeared in sequential patterns that were
recognizable across writing sessions and across students.
This consistency suggests a much greater internalization of process than
has ever before been suspected. Since the written products of basic writers
often look arbitrary, observers commonly assume that the students' approach
is also arbitrary. However, just as Shaughnessy (1977) points out that there is
"very little that is random . . . in what they have written" (p. 5), so, on close
observation, very little appears random in how they write. The students observed had stable composing processes which they used whenever they were
presented with a writing task. While this consistency argues against seeing
these students as beginning writers, it ought not necessarily imply that.they
are proficient writers. Indeed, their lack of proficiency may be attributable to
the way in which premature and rigid attempts to correct and edit their work
truncate the flow of composing without substantially improving the form of
what they have written. More detailed findings will be reviewed in the fol-

lowing subsections which treat the three major aspects of composing:
prewriting, writing, and editing.
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Prewriting
When not given specific prewriting instructions, the students in this study
began writing within the first few minutes. The average time they spent on
prewriting in sessions 1 and 2 was four minutes (see Table 4), and the planning strategies they used fell into three principal types:
1.

Rephrasing the topic until a particular word or idea connected with
the student's experience. The student then had "an event" in mind
before writing began.

2. Turning the large conceptual issue in the topic (e.g., equality) into
two manageable pieces for writing (e.g., rich vs. poor; black vs.
white).
3.

Initiating a string of associations to a word in the topic and then developing one or more of the associations during writing.

When students planned in any of these ways, they began to write with
an articulated sense of where they wanted their discourse to go. However,
frequently students read the topic and directions a few times and indicated
that they had "no idea" what to write. On these occasions, they began writing without any secure sense of where they were heading, acknowledging
only that they would "figure it out" as they went along. Often their first sentence was a rephrasing of the question in the topic which, now that it was in
their own handwriting and down on paper in front of them, seemed to enable them to plan what ought to come next. In these instances, writing led
to planning which led to clarifying which led to more writing. This sequence of planning and writing, clarifying and discarding, was repeated frequently in all of the sessions, even when students began writing with a
secure sense of direction.
Although one might be tempted to conclude that these students began
writing prematurely and that planning precisely what they were going to write
ought to have occurred before they put pen to paper, the data here suggest:
that certain strategies, such as creating an association to a key word,
focusing in and narrowing down the topic, dichotomizing and classifying, can and do take place in a relatively brief span of time; and
2. that the developing and clarifying of ideas is facilitated once students
translate some of those ideas into written form. In other words, seeing ideas on paper enables students to reflect upon, change and develop those ideas further.
1.
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32

20.0

32.0

7.0

5.5

Beverly

419
62.0
77.8

93.0
348

96.8
536
80.3

90.8

519

79.0

363

315

588

518

776
120.0

68.0

73.0

97.4

303

365

553
73.1

21

2

13

-

24.5

65.0

100

167

49

55

143

45

40

55.5

212
29.0

24

559

409

7

91

76.0

91.2

96.0

89

210

24

550

356
82.0

512

302

47

30

147

55

32

84

problems

Form

Content

S5

S4

Miscues
during
reading
Unresolved

S2

Editing changes

S1

Total composing time

Total words

Due to a change in the prewriting directions, only Sessions 1 and 2 are used to calculate the average time spent in prewriting.

13.0

4.0

1.5

2.0

Lueller

14.7

14.8

4.3

3.5

Stan

5.0

5.0

2.9

2.5

5.7

8.0

3.5

7.8

S5

S4

S2

Si

Prewriting time

Overview of all writing sessions.

Dee

Tony

Table 4
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Writing
Careful study revealed that students wrote by shuttling from the sense of
what they wanted to say forward to the words on the page and back from the
words on, the page to their intended meaning. This "back and forth" movement appeared to be a recursive feature: at one moment students were writing, moving their ideas and their discourse forward; at the next they were
backtracking, rereading, and digesting what had been written.
Recursive movements appeared at many points during the writing
process. Occasionally sentences were written in groups and then reread as a
"piece" of discourse; at other times sentences and phrases were written alone,
repeated until the writer was satisfied or worn down, or rehearsed until the
act of rehearsal led to the creation of a new sentence. In the midst of writing,
editing occurred as students considered the surface features of language.
Often planning of a global nature took place: in the midst of producing a first
draft, students stopped and began planning how the second draft would differ
from the first. Often in the midst of writing, students stopped and referred to
the topic in order to check if they had remained faithful to the original intent, and occasionally, though infrequently, they identified a sentence or a
phrase that seemed, to them, to produce a satisfactory ending. In all these behaviors, they were shuttling back and forth, projecting what would come next
and doubling back to be sure of the ground they had covered.
A number of conclusions can be drawn from the observations of these
students composing and from the comments they made: although they pro-

duced inadequate or flawed products, they nevertheless seemed to understand and perform some of the crucial operations involved in composing
with skill. While it cannot be stated with certainty that the patterns they displayed are shared by other writers, some of the operations they performed
appear sufficiently sound to serve as prototypes for constructing two major
hypotheses on the nature of their composing processes. Whether the following hypotheses are borne out in studies of different types of writers remains
an open question:

1. Composing does not occur in a straightforward, linear fashion. The
process is one of accumulating discrete bits down on the paper and then
working from those bits to reflect upon, structure, and then further develop
what one means to say. It can be thought of as a kind of "retrospective structuring"; movement forward occurs only after one has reached back, which
in turn occurs only after one has some sense of where one wants to go. Both
aspects, the reaching back and the sensing forward, have a clarifying effect.
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2. Composing always involves some measure of both construction and
discovery. Writers construct their discourse inasmuch as they begin with a
sense of what they want to write. This sense, as long as it remains implicit, is
not equivalent to the explicit form it gives rise to. Thus, a process of constructing meaning is required. Rereading or backward movements become a
way of assessing whether or not the words on the page adequately capture
the original sense intended. Constructing simultaneously affords discovery.
Writers know more fully what they mean only after having written it. In this
way the explicit written form serves as a window on the implicit sense with
which one began.

Editing
Editing played a major role in the composing processes of the students in
this study (see Table 5). Soon after students began writing their first drafts,
they began to edit, and they continued to do so during the intervals between
drafts, during the writing of their second drafts and during the final reading
of papers.

While editing, the students were concerned with a variety of items: the
lexicon (i.e., spelling, word choice, and the context of words); the syntax.
(i.e., grammar, punctuation, and sentence structure); and the discourse as a
whole (i.e., organization, coherence, and audience). However, despite the
students' considered attempts to proofread their work, serious syntactic and
stylistic problems remained in their finished drafts. The persistence of these
Table 5

Editing changes.
Tony

Dee

Stan

Lueller

Be'verly

Totals

1720

1271

1640

1754

2179

8564

Total form
Additions
Deletions
Word choice
Verb changes
Spelling

210.

550
63
150
51.
26

Punctuation

Total number of
words produced

Total content

24

49

167

100

19

2

9

21
41

11

44

10
18

13.

4

1

4
95

27
7.

2

1

13

35

4
4

24

7

13

60

5.

35

11

2

49

38
6
12'
19
14
21

191

69
67
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errors may, in part, be understood by looking briefly at some of the problems
that arose for these students during editing.

Rule Confusion
(1) All of the students observed asked themselves, "Is this sentence [or feature] correct?" but the simple set of editing rules at their disposal was often
inappropriate for the types of complicated structures they produced. As a result, they misapplied what they knew and either created a hypercorrection
or impaired the meaning they had originally intended to clarify; (2) The students observed attempted to write with terms they heard in lectures or class
discussions, but since they were not yet familiar with the syntactic or semantic constraints one word placed upon another, their experiments with acade-

mic language resulted in what Shaughnessy (1977, p. 49) calls, "lexical
transplants" or "syntactic dissonances"; (3) The students tried to rely on their
intuitions about language, in particular the sound of words. Often, however,

they had been taught to mistrust what "sounded" right to them, and they
were unaware of the particular feature in their speech codes that might need
to be changed in writing to match the standard code. As a result, when they
attempted corrections by sound, they became confused, and they began to
have difficulty differentiating between what sounded right in speech and
what needed to be marked on the paper.

Selective Perception
These students habitually reread their papers from internal semantic or
meaning models. They extracted the meaning they wanted from the minimal cues on the page, and they did not recognize that outside readers would
find those cues insufficient for meaning.
A study of Table 6 indicates that the number of problems remaining in

the students' .written products approximates the number of miscues produced during reading. This proximity, itself, suggests that many of these errors persisted because the students were so certain of the words they wanted
to have on the page that they "read in" these words even when they were absent; in other words, they reduced uncertainty by operating as though what
was in their heads was already on the page. The problem of selective perception, then, cannot be reduced solely to mechanical decoding; the semantic
model from which students read needs to be acknowledged and taken into
account in any study that attempts to explain how students write and why
their completed written products end up looking so incomplete.
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Table 6

The talk-write paradigm.

MiscuesDecoding behaviors
Tony

Dee

Stan

Lueller

Beverly

Totals

Unresolved
problems

89

40

45

143

55

372

"Reading in"
missing words or
word endings

25

13

11

44

11

104

Deleting words
or word endings

6

2

4

14

9

35

"Reading" the
desired word
rather than the
word on the page

5

6

18

15

8

52

"Reading"
abbreviations and
misspellings as
though they
were written
correctly

48

11

22

74

2

157

84

32

55

147

30

348

Egocentricity
The students in this study wrote from an egocentric point of view. While
they occasionally indicated a concern for their readers, they more often took
the reader's understanding for granted. They did not see the necessity of
making their referents explicit, of making the connections among their ideas
apparent, of carefully and explicitly relating one phenomenon to another, or

of placing narratives or generalizations within an orienting, conceptual
framework.
On the basis of these observations one may be led to conclude that these

writers did not know how to edit their work. Such a conclusion must, however, be drawn with care. Efforts to improve their editing need to be based
on an informed view of the role that editing already plays in their composing
processes. Two conclusions in this regard are appropriate here:
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1. Editing intrudes so often and to such a degree that it breaks down the
rhythms generated by thinking and writing. When this happens the students
are forced to go back and recapture the strands of their thinking once the
editing operation has been completed. Thus, editing occurs prematurely,
before students have generated enough discourse to approximate the ideas
they have, and it often results in their losing track of their ideas.
2. Editing is primarily an exercise in error-hunting. The students are
prematurely concerned with the "look" of their writing; thus, as soon as a
few words are written on the paper, detection and correction of errors replaces writing and revising. Even when they begin writing with a tentative,
flexible frame of mind, they soon become locked into whatever is on the
page. What they seem to lack as much as any rule is a conception of editing
that includes flexibility, suspended judgment, the weighing of possibilities,
and the reworking of ideas.

IMPLICATIONS FOR TEACHING AND RESEARCH
One major implication of this study pertains to teachers' conceptions of unskilled writers. Traditionally, these students have been labeled "remedial,"
which usually implies that teaching ought to remedy what is "wrong" in
their written products. Since the surface features in the writing of unskilled
writers seriously interfere with the extraction of meaning from the page,
much class time is devoted to examining the rules of the standard code. The
pedagogical soundness of this procedure has been questioned frequently,2
but in spite of the debate, the practice continues, and it results in a further
complication, namely that students begin to conceive of writing as a "cosmetic" process where concern for correct form supersedes development of
ideas. As a result, the excitement of composing, of constructing and discovering meaning, is cut off almost before it has begun..
More recently, unskilled writers have been referred to as "beginners,"
implying that teachers can start anew. They need not "punish" students for
making mistakes, and they need not assume that their students have already
been taught how to write. Yet this view ignores the highly elaborated, deeply
embedded processes the students bring with them. These unskilled college
writers are not beginners in a tabula rasa sense, and teachers err in assuming
they are. The results of this study suggest that teachers may first need to
identify which characteristic components of each student's process facilitate
writing and which inhibit it before further teaching takes place. If they do
not, teachers of unskilled writers may continue to place themselves in a defeating position: imposing another method of writing instruction upon the
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students' already internalized processes without first helping students to extricate themselves from the knots and tangles in those processes.
A second implication of this study is that the composing process is now
amenable to a replicable and graphic mode of representation as a sequence
of codable behaviors. The composing style sheets provide researchers and
teachers with the first demonstrable way of documenting how individual
students write. Such a tool may have diagnostic as well as research benefits.
It may be used to record writing behaviors in large groups, prior to and after
instruction, as well as in individuals. Certainly it lends itself to the longitudinal study of the writing process and may help to elucidate what it is that
changes in the process as writers become more skilled.
A third implication relates to case studies and to the theories derived
from them. This study is an illustration of the way in which a theoretical
model of the composing process can be grounded in observations of the individual's experience of composing. It is precisely the complexity of this experience that the case study brings to light. However, by viewing a series of
cases, the researcher can discern patterns and themes that suggest regularities in composing behavior across individuals. These common features lead
to hypotheses and theoretical formulations which have some basis in shared
experience. How far this shared experience extends is, of course, a question
that can only be answered through further research.
A final implication derives from the preponderance of recursive behaviors in the composing processes studied here, and from the theoretical notion derived from these observations: retrospective structuring, or the going
back to the sense of one's meaning in order to go forward and discover more
of what one has to say. Seen in this light, composing becomes the carrying
forward of an implicit sense into explicit form. Teaching composing, then,
means paying attention not only to the forms or products but also to the explicative process through which they arise.
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APPENDIX

Composing Style Sheet
Name:
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Mode:
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Writing Sample

TONY
Session 1

WI
All men can't be consider equal in a America base on financial situation) Because their
are men born in rich families that will never have to worry about any financial difficulties.2
are

And then theyre / the another type of Americans that is born to a poor family and almay

way / have some kind of finadifficulty.3 Espeicaly nowadays in New York city With
and all

If he is able

the budgit Crisis /
.4 44e-eitsy be able To get a job.5 But are now he lose the job just
as easy as he got it.' So when he loses his job he'll have to try to get some finaassistance.7
here

A Then he'll probley have even more fin diffuicuty.8 So right / you can't see that In
America, all men are not create equal in the fin sense.9

Writing Sample

TONY
Session 1

W2
All men can not be consider equal in America base on financial situation) Because
their are men born in rich families that will never have to worry about any financial diffucl
the

diffuliculties. And then they're are / another type of amereicans that are born to a poor
may

famitly.3 And This is the type of Americans that will / alway have some kind of finanical
diffuliculty.4 Espeical today teelity thein new york The way the city has fallen ha3 fallen
working

into fin debt.5 It has become such a big crisis for the people- people, in the 6 If the
the
with the
is
working man is able to find a job, espeicaly fat / eity et city The way the-votty city / fin
sitionu is set up now,
problely lose the job a whole lot faster than what he got it.7
When he loses his job he'll t) have even more fin difficulity.8 And then he'll be force to
got to the city for some finiassi .9 So right here you can see that all men in America
are not create equal in the fin sense.1°

NOTES
1. The word "read" is used in a particular manner here. In the traditional sense, reading
refers to accurate decoding of written symbols. Here it refers to students' verbalizing words or

endings even when the symbols for those words are Missing or only minimally present.
Whenever the term "reading" is used in this way, it will be in quotation marks.
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2. For discussions on the controversy over the effects of grammar instruction on writing
ability, see the following: Richard Braddock, Richard Lloyd-Jones, and Lowell Schoer, Research in Written Composition (Urbana, Ill.: National Council of Teachers of English, 1963);
Frank O'Hare, Sentence Combining (NCTE Research Report No. 15, Urbana, Ill.: National
Council of Teachers of English, 1973); Elizabeth F. Haynes, "Using Research in Preparing to
Teach Writing," English Journal, 1978, 67, 82-89.
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Revision Strategies of
Student Writers and
Experienced Adult Writers
NANCY SOMMERS

Although various aspects of the writing process have been studied extensively of late, research on revision has been notably absent. The reason for
this, I suspect, is that current models of the writing process have directed attention away from revision. With few exceptions, these models are linear;
they separate the writing process into discrete stages. Two representative
models are Gordon Rohman's suggestion that the composing process moves
from prewriting to writing to rewriting and James Britton's model of the writing process as a series of stages described in metaphors of linear growth, conception incubation production.1 What is striking about these theories of
writing is that they model themselves on speech: Rohman defines the writer

in a way that cannot distinguish him from a speaker ("A writer is a man
who . . puts [his] experience into words in his own mind " p. 15); and Britton bases his theory of writing on what he calls (following Jakobson) the "expressiveness" of speech.2 Moreover, Britton's study itself follows the "linear
.

model" of the relation of thought and language in speech proposed by Vygotsky, a relationship embodied in the linear movement "from the motive

which engenders a thought to the shaping of the thought, first in inner
speech, then in meanings of words, and finally in words" (quoted in Britton,

p. 40). What this 'movement fails to take into account in its linear structure "first . . then . . finally " is the recursive shaping of thought by language; what it fails to take into account is revision. In these linear
.

.

Reprinted from College Composition and Communication 31.4 (December 1980): 378-88.
Used with permission.
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conceptions of the writing process revision is understood as a separate stage

at the end of the processa stage that comes after the completion of a first
or second draft and one that is temporally distinct from the prewriting and
writing stages of the process.3
The linear model bases itself on speech in two specific ways. First of all,
it is based on traditional rhetorical models, models that were created to serve
the spoken art of oratory. In whatever ways the parts of classical rhetoric are
described, they offer "stages" of composition that are repeated in contempo-

rary models of the writing process. Edward Corbett, for instance, describes
the "five parts of a discourse"inventio, dispositio, elocutio, memoria, pronuntiatioand, disregarding the last two parts since "after rhetoric came to
be concerned mainly with written discourse, there was no further need to
deal with them," he produces a model very close to Britton's,conception
[inventio], incubation [dispositio], production [elocutio]. Other rhetorics
also follow this procedure, and they do so not simply because of historical
accident. Rather, the process represented in the linear model is based on the
irreversibility of speech. Speech, Roland Barthes says, "is irreversible":
"A word cannot be retracted, except precisely by saying that one retracts it.
To cross out here is to add: if I want to erase what I have just said, I cannot
do it without showing the eraser itself (I must say: 'or rather.
expressed
myself badly.
'); paradoxically, it is ephemeral speech which is indelible,
not monumental writing. All that one can do in the case of a spoken utterance is to tack on another utterance."5
. .

.

.

_

What is impossible in speech is revision: like the example Barthes gives, revi-

sion in speech is an afterthought. In the same way, each stage of the linear
model must be exclusive (distinct from the other stages) or else it becomes
trivial and counterproductive to refer to these junctures as "stages."
By staging revision after enunciation, the linear models reduce revision
in writing, as in speech, to no more than an afterthought. In this way such

models make the study of revision impossible. Revision, in Rohman's
model, is simply the repetition of writing; or to pursue Britton's organic
metaphor, revision is simply the further growth of what is already there, the

"preconceived" product. The absence of research on revision, then, is a
function of a theory of writing which makes revision both superfluous and
redundant, a theory which does not distinguish between writing and speech.
What the linear models do produce is a parody of writing. Isolating revision and then disregarding it plays havoc with the experiences composition
teachers have of the actual writing and rewriting of experienced writers. Why
should the linear model be preferred? Why should revision be forgotten, su44
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perfluous? Why do teachers offer the linear model and students accept it?
One reason, Barthes suggests, is that "there is a fundamental tie between
teaching and speech," while "writing begins at the point where speech becomes impossible. "6 The spoken word cannot be revised. The possibility of
revision distinguishes the written text from speech. In fact, according to
Barthes, this is the essential difference between writing and speaking. When
we must revise, when the very idea is subject to recursive shaping by language, then speech becomes inadequate. This is a matter to which I will return, but first we should examine, theoretically, a detailed exploration of
what student writers as distinguished from experienced adult writers do when
they write and rewrite their work. Dissatisfied with both the linear model of
writing and the lack of attention to the process of revision, I conducted a series of studies over the past three years which examined the revision processes
of student writers and experienced writers to see what role revision played in
their writing processes. In the course of my work the revision process was redefined as a sequence of changes in a composition changes which are initiated by cues and occur continually throughout the writing of a work.

METHODOLOGY
I used a case study approach. The student writers were twenty freshmen at
Boston University and the University of Oklahoma with SAT verbal scores
ranging from 450-600 in their first semester of composition. The twenty experienced adult writers from Boston and Oklahoma City included journalists, editors, and academics. To refer to the two groups, I use the terms
student writers and experienced writers because the principal difference be-

tween these two groups is the amount of experience they have had in
writing.
Each writer wrote three essays, expressive, explanatory, and persuasive,

and rewrote each essay twice, producing nine written products in draft and
final form. Each writer was interviewed three times after the final revision of
each essay. And each writer suggested revisions for a composition written by
an anonymous author. Thus extensive written and spoken documents were
obtained from each writer.
The essays were analyzed by counting and categorizing the changes
made. Four revision operations were identified: deletion, substitution, addi-

tion, and reordering. And four levels of changes were identified: word,
phrase, sentence, theme (the extended statement of one idea). A coding system was developed for identifying the frequency of revision by level and op-

eration. In addition, transcripts of the interviews in which the writers
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interpreted their revisions were used to develop what was called a scale
of concerns for each writer. This scale enabled me to codify what were
the writer's primary concerns, secondary concerns, tertiary concerns, and
whether the writers used the same scale of concerns when revising the second or third drafts as they used in revising the first draft.

REVISION STRATEGIES OF STUDENT WRITERS
Most of the students I studied did not use the terms revision or rewriting. In
fact, they did not seem comfortable using the word revision and explained
that revision was not a word they used, but the word their teachers used. Instead, most of the students had developed various functional terms to describe the type of changes they made. The following are samples of these
definitions:
Scratch Out and Do Over Again: "I say scratch out and do over, and that
means what it says. Scratching out and cutting out. I read what I have written and I cross out a word and put another word in; a more decent word or
a better word. Then if there is somewhere to use a sentence that I have
crossed out, I will put it there."

Reviewing: "Reviewing means just using better words and eliminating
words that are not needed. I go over and change words around."

Reviewing: "I just review every word and make sure that everything is
worded right. I see if I am rambling; I see if I can put a better word in or
leave one out. Usually when I read what I have written, I say to myself, 'that
word is so bland or so trite,' and then I go and get my thesaurus."
.

Redoing: "Redoing means cleaning up the paper and crossing out. It is
looking at something and saying, no that has to go, or no, that is not right."
Marking Out: "I don't use the word rewriting because I only write one draft
and the changes that I-make are made on top of the draft. The changes that
I make are usually just marking out words and putting different ones in."
Slashing and ThroWing Out: "I throw things out and say they are not good.
I like to write like Fitzgerald did by inspiration, and if I feel inspired then I
don't need to slash and throw much out."

The predominant concern in these definitions is vocabulary. The students understand the revision process as a rewording activity. They do so be-

cause they perceive words as the unit of written discourse. That is, they
concentrate on particular words apart from their role in the text. Thus one
student quoted, above thinks in terms of dictionaries, and, following the
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eighteenth century theory of words parodied in Gulliver's Travels, he imagines a load of things carried about to be exchanged. Lexical changes are the
major revision activities of the students because economy is their goal. They
are governed, like the linear model itself, by the Law of Occam's razor that
prohibits logically needless repetition: redundancy and superfluity. Nothing
governs speech more than such superfluities; speech constantly repeats itself
precisely because spOken words, as Barthes writes, are expendable in the

cause of communication. The aim of revision according to the students'
own description is therefore to clean up speech; the redundancy of speech is
unnecessary in writing, their logic suggests, because writing, unlike speech,

can be reread. Thus one student said, "Redoing means cleaning up the
paper and crossing out." The remarkable contradiction of cleaning by marking might, indeed, stand for student revision as I have encountered it.
The students place a symbolic importance on their selection and rejection of words as the determiners of success or failure for their compositions.
When revising, they primarily ask themselves: can I find a better word or
phrase? A more impressive, not so cliched, or less hum-drum word? Am I re-

peating the same word or phrase too often? They approach the revision
process with what could be labeled as a "thesaurus philosophy of writing";
the students consider the thesaurus a harvest of lexical substitutions and believe that most problems in their essays can be solved by rewording. What is
revealed in the students' use of the thesaurus is a governing attitude toward
their writing: that the meaning to be communicated is already there, already
finished, already produced, ready to be communicated, and all that is necessary is a better word "rightly worded." One student defined revision' as "redoing"; "redoing" meant "just using better words and eliminating words that
are not needed." For the students, writing is translating: the thought to the
page, the language of speech to the more formal language of prose, the word
to its synonym. Whatever is translated, an original text already exists for stu-

dents, one which need not be discovered or acted upon, but simply
cOmmunicated.7

The students list repetition as one of the elements they most worry
about. This cue signals to them that they need to eliminate the repetition either by substituting or deleting words or phrases. Repetition occurs, in large

part, because student writing imitates transcribes speech: attention to
repetitious words is a manner of cleaning speech. Without a sense of the developmental possibilities of revision (and writing in general) students seek,
on the authority of many textbooks, simply 'to clean up their language and
prepare to type. What is curious, however, is that students are aware of lexi-

cal repetition; but not conceptual repetition.. They only notice the repe-

tition if they can "hear" it; they do 'not diagnose lexical repetition as
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symptomatic of problems on a deeper level. By rewording their sentences to
avoid the lexical repetition, the students solve the immediate problem, but
blind themselves to problems on a textual level; although they are using different words, they are sometimes merely restating the same idea with differ-

ent words. Such blindness, as I discovered with student writers, is the
inability to "see" revision as a process: the inability to "re-view" their work
again, as it were, with different eyes, and to start over.
The revision strategies described above are consistent with the students'
understanding of the revision process as requiring lexical changes but not semantic changes. For the students, the extent to which they revise is a func-

tion of their level of inspiration. In fact, they use the word inspiration to
describe the ease or difficulty with which their essay is written, and the extent to which the essay needs to be revised. If students feel inspired, if the
writing comes easily, and if they don't get stuck on individual words or
phrases, then they say that they cannot see any reason to revise. Because students do not see revision as an activity in which they modify and develop
perspectives and ideas, they feel that if they know what they want to say, then
there is little reason for making revisions.

The only modification of ideas in the students' essays occurred when
they tried out two or three introductory paragraphs. This results, in part, because the students have been taught in another version of the linear model of
composing to use a thesis statement as a controlling device in their introductory paragraphs. Since they write their introductions and their thesis statements even before they have really discovered what they want to say, their
early close attention to the thesis statement, and more generally the linear

model, function to restrict and circumscribe not only the development of
their ideas, but also their ability to change the direction of these ideas.

Too often as composition teachers we conclude that students do not
willingly revise. The evidence from my research suggests that it is not that
students are unwilling to revise, but rather that they do what they have been
taught to do in a consistently narrow and predictable way. On every occasion when I asked students why they hadn't made any more changes, they
essentially replied, "I knew something larger was wrong, but I didn't think it
would help to move words around." The students have strategies for handling words and phrases and their strategies helped them on a word or sen-

tence level. What they lack, however, is a set of strategies to help them
identify the "something larger" that they sensed was wrong and work from
there. The students do not have strategies for handling the whole essay.
They lack .procedures or heuristics to help them reorder lines of reasoning
or ask questions about their purposes and readers. The students view their
compositions in a linear way as a series of parts. Even such potentially useful
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concepts as "unity" or "form" are reduced to the rule that a composition, if it
is to have form, must have an introduction, a body, and a conclusion, or the
sum total of the necessary parts.
The students decide to stop revising when they decide that they have not
violated any of the rules for revising. These rules, such as "Never begin a sentence with a conjunction" or "Never end a sentence with a preposition," are
lexically cued and rigidly applied. In general; students will subordinate the
demands of the specific problems of their text to the demands of the rules.
Changes are made in compliance with abstract rules about the product, rules
that quite often do not apply to the specific problems in the text. These revision strategies are teacher-based, directed towards a teacher-reader who ex-

pects compliance with rules with pre-existing "conceptions " and who
will only examine parts of the composition (writing comments about those
parts in the margins of their essays) and will cite any violations of rules in
those parts. At best the students see their writing altogether passively through
the eyes of former teachers or their surrogates, the textbooks, and are bound
to the rules which they have been taught.

REVISION STRATEGIES OF EXPERIENCED WRITERS
One aim of my research has been to contrast how student writers define revision with how a group of experienced writers define their revision processes.
Here is a sampling of the definitions from the experienced writers:
Rewriting: "It is a matter of looking at the kernel of what I have written, the

content, and then thinking about it, responding to it, making decisions,
and actually restructuring it."
Rewriting: "I rewrite as I write. It is hard to tell what is a first draft because it
is not determined by time. In one draft, I might cross out three pages, write
two, cross out a fourth, rewrite it, and call it a draft. I am constantly writing

and rewriting. I can only conceptualize so much in my first draftonly so
much information can be held in my head at one time; my rewriting efforts are a reflection of how much information I can encompass at one
time. There are levels and agenda which I have to attend to in each draft."
Rewriting: "Rewriting means on one level, finding the argument, and on
another level, language changes to make the argument more effective.
Most of the time I feel as if I can go on rewriting forever. There is always
one part of a piece that I could keep working on. It is always difficult to
know at what point to abandon a piece of writing. I like this idea that a
piece of writing is never finished, just abandoned."
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Rewriting: "My first draft is usually very scattered. In rewriting, I find the
line of argument. After the argument is, resolved, I am much more interested in word choice and phrasing."
Revising: "My cardinal rule in revising is never to fall in love with what I
have written in a first or second draft. An idea, sentence, or even a phrase
that looks catchy, I don't trust. Part of this idea is to wait a while. I am
much more in love with something after I have written it than I am a day or
two later. It is much easier to change anything with time."
Revising: "It means taking apart what I have written and putting it back to-

gether again. I ask major theoretical questions of my ideas, respond to
those questions, and think of proportion and structure, and try to find a
controlling metaphor. I find out which ideas can be developed and which
should be dropped. I am constantly chiseling and changing as I revise."

The experienced writers describe their primary objective when revising

as finding the form or shape of their argument. Although the metaphors
vary, the experienced writers often use structural expressions such as "finding a framework," "a pattern," or "a design" for their argument. When questioned about this emphasis, the experienced writers responded that since
their first drafts are usually scattered attempts to define their territory, their
objective in the second draft is to begin observing general patterns of devel-

opment and deciding what should be included and what excluded. One
writer explained, "I have learned from experience that I need to keep writing a first draft,until I figure out what I want to say. Then in a second draft, I

begin to see the structure of an argument and how all the various subarguments which are buried beneath the surface of all those sentences are
related." What is described here is a process in which the writer is both
agent and vehicle. "Writing," says Barthes, unlike speech, "develops like a
seed, not a line,"8 and like a seed it confuses beginning and end, conception
and production. Thus, the experienced writers say their drafts are "not determined by time," that rewriting is a "constant process," that they feel as if
(they) "can go on forever." Revising confuses, the beginning and end, the
agent and vehicle; it confuses, in order to find, the line of argument.
After a concern for form, the experienced writers have a second objective: a concern for their readership. In this way, "production" precedes "conception." The experienced writers imagine a reader (reading their product)
whose
and whose expectations influence their revision process.
They have abstracted the standards of a reader and this reader seems to be
partially a reflection of themselves and functions as a critical and productive
collaborator a collaborator who has yet to love their work. The anticipation of a reader's judgment causes a feeling of dissonance when the writer
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recognizes incongruities between intention and execution, and requires
these writers to make revisions on all levels. Such a reader gives them just
what the students lacked: new eyes to "re-view" their work. The experienced
writers believe that they have learned the causes and conditions, the prod-

uct, which will influence their reader, and their revision strategies are
geared towards creating these causes and conditions. They demonstrate a
complex understanding of which examples, sentences, or phrases should be

included or excluded. For example, one experienced writer decided to
delete public examples and add private examples when writing about the
energy crisis because "private examples would be less controversial and thus
more persuasive." Another writer revised his transitional sentences because
"some kinds of transitions are more easily recognized as transitions than others." These examples represent the type of strategic attempts these experi-

enced writers use to manipulate the conventions of discourse in order to
communicate to their reader.
But these revision strategies are a process of more than communication;
they are part of the process of discovering meaning altogether. Here we can
see the importance of dissonance; at the heart of revision is the process by
which writers recognize and resolve the dissonance they sense in their writing. Ferdinand de Saussure has argued that meaning is differential or "dia-

critical," based on differences between terms rather than "essential" or
inherent qualities of terms. "Phonemes," he said, "are characterized not, as
one might think, by their own positive quality but simply by the fact that
they are distinct."9 In fact, Saussure bases his entire Course in General Linguistics on these differences, and such differences are dissonant; like musical

dissonances which gain their significance from their relationship to the
"key" of the composition which itself is determined by the whole language,
specific language (parole) gains its meaning from the system of language
(langue) of which it is a manifestation and part. The musical composition
a "composition" of partscreates its "key" as in an over-all structure which
determines the value (meaning) of its parts. The analogy with music is readily seen in the compositions of experienced writers: both sorts of composition are based precisely on those structures experienced writers seek in their
writing. It is this complicated relationship between the parts and the whole
in the work of experienced writers which destroys the linear model; writing
cannot develop "like a line" because each addition or deletion is a reordering of the whole. Explicating Saussure, Jonathan Culler asserts that "meaning depends on difference of meaning."I° But student writers constantly
struggle to bring their essays into congruence with a predefined meaning.
The experienced writers do the opposite: they seek to discover (to create)
meaning in the engagement with their writing, in revision. They seek to em51
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phasize and exploit the lack of clarity, the differences of meaning, the dissonance, that writing as opposed to speech allows in the possibility of revision.

Writing has spatial and temporal features not apparent in speech words
are recorded in space and fixed in timewhich is why writing is susceptible
to reordering and later addition. Such features make possible the dissonance
that both provokes revision and promises, from itself, new meaning.
For the experienced writers the heaviest concentration of changes is on
the sentence level, and the changes are predominantly by addition and deletion. But, unlike the students, experienced writers make changes on all levels and use all revision operations. Moreover, the operations the students fail

to usereordering and additionseem to require a theory of the revision
process as a totalitya theory which, in fact, encompasses the whole of the
composition. Unlike the students, the experienced writers possess a nonlinear theory in which a sense of the whole writing both precedes and grows
out of an examination of the parts. As we saw, one writer said he needed "a
first draft to figure out what to say," and "a second draft to see the structure of

an argument buried beneath the surface." Such a "theory" is both theoretical and strategical; once again, strategy and theory are conflated in ways that
are literally impossible for the linear model. Writing appears to be more like
a seed than a line.
Two elements of the experienced writers' theory of the revision process
are the adoption of a holistic perspective and the perception that revision is
a recursive process. The writers ask: what does my essay as a whole need for
form, balance, rhythm, or communication. Details are added, dropped, substituted, or reordered according to their sense of what the essay needs for
emphasis and proportion. This sense, however, is constantly in flux as ideas
are developed and modified; it is constantly "re-viewed" in relation to the
parts. As their ideas change, revision becomes an attempt to make their writing consonant with that changing vision.

The experienced writers see their revision process as a recursive
processa process with significant recurring activitieswith different levels
of attention and different agenda for each cycle. During the first revision
cycle their attention is primarily directed towards narrowing the topic and
delimiting their ideas. At this point, they are not as concerned as they are
later about vocabulary and style. The experienced writers explained that
they get closer to their meaning by not limiting themselves too early to lexical concerns. As one writer commented to explain her revision process, a
comment inspired by the summer 1977 New York power failure: "I feel like
Con Edison cutting off certain states to keep the generators going. In first
and second drafts, I try to cut off as much as I can of my editing generator,
and in a third draft, I try to cut off some of my idea generators, so I can make
52
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sure that I will actually finish the essay." Although the experienced writers
describe their revision process as a series of different levels or cycles, it is inaccurate to assume that they have only one objective for each cycle and that
each cycle can be defined by a different objective. The same objectives and
sub-processes are present in each cycle, but in different proportions. Even
though these experienced writers place the predominant weight upon finding the form of their argument during the first cycle, other concerns exist as
well. Conversely, during the later cycles, when the experienced writers' primary attention is focused upon stylistic concerns, they are still attuned, although in a reduced way, to the form of the argument. Since writers are
limited in what they can attend to during each cycle (understandings are
temporal), revision strategies help balance competing demands on attention. Thus, writers can concentrate on more than one objective at a time by
developing strategies to sort out and organize their different concerns in successive cycles of revision.

It is a sense of writing as discoverya repeated process of beginning
over again, starting out newthat the students failed to have. I have used
the notion of dissonance because such dissonance, the incongruities between intention and execution, governs both writing and meaning. Students
do not see the incongruities. They need to rely on their own internalized
sense of good writing and to see their writing with their "own" eyes. Seeing

in revisionseeing beyond hearing is at the root of the word revision and
-t

the process itself; current dicta on revising blind our students to what is actually involved in revision. In fact, they blind them to what constitutes good

writing altogether. Good writing disturbs: it creates dissonance. Students
need to seek the dissonance of discovery, utilizing in their writing, as the ex-

perienced writers do, the very difference between writing and speech the
possibility of revision.
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The Writer's Audience
Is Always a Fiction
WALTER J. ONG, S. J.

Epistola . non erubescit.
Cicero Epistolae ad familiares v. 12.1.
.

.

Ubi nihil erit quae scribas, id ipsum scribes.
Cicero Epistolae ad Atticum iv.8.4.

I

Although there is a large and growing literature on the differences between
oral and written verbalization, many aspects of the differences have not been
looked into at all, and many others, although well known, have not been examined in their full implications. Among these latter is the relationship, of
the so-called "audience" to writing as such, to the situation that inscribed
communication establishes and to the roles that readers as readers are consequently called on to play. Some studies in literary history and criticism at
times touch near this subject, but none, it appears, take it up in any detail.
The standard locus in Western intellectual tradition for study of audience responses has been rhetoric. But rhetoric originally concerned oral
communication, as is indicated by its name, which comes from the Greek
word for public speaking. Over two millennia, rhetoric has been gradually
extended to include writing more and more, until today, in highly technological cultures, this is its principal concern. But the extension has come
Reprinted by permission of the Modern Language Association of America from PMLA 90.1
(January 1975): 9-21. Copyright © 1975 by the Modern Language Association of America.
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gradually and has advanced pari passu with the slow and largely unnoticed
emergence of markedly chirographic and typographic styles out of those
originating in oral performance, with the result that the differentiation between speech and writing has never become a matter of urgent concern for
the rhetoric of any given age: when orality was in the ascendancy, rhetoric
was oral-focused; as orality yielded to writing, the focus of rhetoric was
slowly shifted, unreflectively for the most part, and without notice.
Histories of the relationship between literature and culture have something to say about the status and behavior of readers, before and after reading given materials, as do mass media studies, readership surveys, liberation
programs for minorities or various other classes of persons, books on reading skills, works of literary criticism, and works on linguistics, especially

those addressing differences between hearing and reading. But most of
these studies, except perhaps literary criticism and linguistic studies, treat
only perfunctorily, if at all, the roles imposed on the reader by a written or
printed text not imposed by spoken utterance. Formalist or structuralist crit-

ics, including French theorists such as Paul Ricoeur as well as Roland
Barthes, Jacques Derrida, Michel Foucault, Philippe Sollers, and Tsvetan
Todorov, variously advert to the immediacy of the oral as against writing
and print and occasionally study differences between speech and writing,
as Louis Lavelle did much earlier in La Parole et l'ecriture (1942). In treating of masks and "shadows" in his Sociologic du theatre (1965), Jean Duvignaud brilliantly discusses the projections of a kind of collective
consciousness on the part of theater audiences. But none of these appear to
broach directly the question of readers' roles called for by a written text, either synchronically as such roles stand at present or diachronically as they
have developed through history. Linguistic theorists such as John R. Searle
and John L. Austin treat "illocutionary acts" (denoted by "warn," "command," "state," etc.), but these regard the speaker's or writer's need in cer-

tain instances to secure a special hold on those he addresses,' not any
special role imposed by writing:

Wayne Booth in The Rhetoric of Fiction and Walker Gibson, whom
Booth quotes, come quite close to the concerns of the present study in their
treatment of the "mock reader," as does Henry James, whom Booth also
cites, in his discussion of the way an author makes "his reader very much as

he makes his character."2 But this hint of James is not developedthere is
no reason why it should beand neither Booth nor Gibson discusses in any
detail the history of the ways in which readers have been called on to relate
to texts before them. Neither do Robert Scholes and Robert Kellogg in their
invaluable work, The Nature of Narrative: they skirt the subject in their
chapter on "The Oral Heritage of Written Narrative,"3 but remain chiefly
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concerned with the oral performer, the writer, and techniques, rather than
with the recipient of the message. Yet a great many of the studies noted here
as well as many others, among which might be mentioned Norman N. Holland's The Dynamics of Literary Response (1968), suggest the time is ripe for
a study of the history of readers and their enforced roles, for they show that

we have ample phenomenological and literary sophistication to manage
many of the complications involved.
So long as verbal communication is reduced to a simplistic mechanistic
model which supposedly moves corpuscular units of something labeled "in-

formation" back and forth along tracks between two termini, there is of
course no special problem with those who assimilate the written or printed
word. For the speaker, the audience is in front of him. For the writer, the audience is simply further away, in time or space or both. A surface inscribed
with information can neutralize time by preserving the information and
conquer space by moving the information to its recipient over distances that
sound cannot traverse. If, however, we put aside this alluring but deceptively

neat and mechanistic mock-up and look at verbal communication in its
human actuality, noting that words consist not of corpuscular units but of
evanescent sound and that, as Maurice Merleau-Ponty has pointed out,4
words are never fully determined in their abstract signification but have
meaning only with relation to man's body and to its interaction with its surroundings, problems with the writer's audience begin to show themselves.
Writing calls for difficult, and often quite mysterious, skills. Except for a
small corps of highly trained writers, most persons could get into written
form few if any of the complicated and nuanced meanings they regularly
convey orally. One reason is evident: the spoken word is part of present actuality and has its meaning established by the total situation in which it comes
into being. Context for the spoken word is simply present, centered in the
person speaking and the one or ones to whom he addresses himself and to
whom he is related existentially in terms of the circumambient actuality.5
But the meaning caught in writing comes provided with no such present circumambient actuality, at least normally. (One might except special cases of
written exchanges between persons present to one another physically but
with oral channels blocked: two deaf persons, for example, or two persons
who use different variants of Chinese and are orally incomprehensible to
one another but can communicate through the same written characters,
which carry virtually the same meanings though they are sounded differently in the different varieties of Chinese.)
Such special cases apart, the person to whom the writer addresses himself normally is not present at all. Moreover, with certain special exceptions
such as those just suggested, he must not be present. I am writing a book
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which will be read by thousands, or, I modestly hope, by tens of thousands.
So, please, get out of the room. I want to be alone. Writing normally calls for
some kind of withdrawal.
How does the writer give body to the audience for whom he writes? It
would be fatuous to think that the writer addressing a so-called general audience tries to imagine his readers individually. A well-known novelist friend
of mine only laughed when I asked him if, as he was writing a novel, he
imagined his real readersthe woman on the subway deep in his book, the
student in his room, the businessman on a vacation, the scholar in his study.
There is no need for a novelist to feel his "audience" this way at all. It may
be, of course, that at one time or another he imagines himself addressing
one or another real person. But not all his readers in their particularities.
Practically speaking, of course, and under the insistent urging of editors and

publishers, he does have to take into consideration the real social, economic, and psychological state of possible readers. He has to write a book
that real persons will buy and read. But I am speakingor writinghere of
the "audience" that fires the writer's imagination. If it consists of the real persons who he hopes will buy his book, they are not these persons in an untransmuted state.6

Although I have thus far followed the common practice in using the
term "audience," it is really quite misleading to think of a writer as dealing
with an "audience," even though certain considerations may at times oblige

us to think this way. More properly, a writer addresses readersonly, he
does not quite "address" them either: he writes to or for them. The orator has
before him an audience which is a true audience, a collectivity. "Audience"
is a collective noun. There is no such collective noun for readers, nor, so far
as I am able to puzzle out, can there be. "Readers" is a plural. Readers do

not form a collectivity, acting here and now on one another and on the
speaker as members of an audience do. We can devise a singularized concept for them, it is true, such as "readership." We can say that the Reader's
Digest has a readership of I don't know how many millionsmore than it is
comfortable to think about, at any rate. But "readership" is not a collective
noun. It is an abstraction in a way that "audience" is not.
The contrast between hearing and reading (running the eye over signals
that encode sound) can be caught if we imagine a speaker addressing an audience equipped with texts. At one point, the speaker asks the members of
the audience all to read silently a paragraph out of the text. The audience
immediately fragments. It is no longer a unit. Each individual retires into his
own microcosm. When the readers look up again, the speaker has to gather
them into a collectivity once more. This is true even if he is the author of
the text they are reading.
58

72

The Writer's Audience Is Always a Fiction

To sense more fully the writer's problem with his so-called audience let
us envision a class of students asked to write on the subject to which school-

teachers, jaded by summer, return compulsively every autumn: "How I
Spent My Summer Vacation." The teacher makes the easy assumption,
inviting and plausible but false, that the chief problem of a boy and a girl in
writing is finding a subject actually part of his or her real life. In-close subject matter is supposed to solve the problem of invention. Of course it does
not. The problem is not simply what to say but also whom to say it to. Say?
The student is not talking. He is writing. No one is listening. There is no
feedback. Where does he find his "audience"? He has to make his readers
up, fictionalize them.
If the student knew what he was up against better than the teacher giving the assignment seemingly does, he might ask, "Who wants to know?"
The answer is not easy. Grandmother? He never tells grandmother. His father or mother? There's a lot he would not want to tell them, that's sure. His
classmates? Imagine the reception if he suggested they sit down and listen
quietly while he told them how he spent his summer vacation. The teacher?

There is no conceivable setting in which he could imagine telling his
teacher how he spent his summer vacation other than in writing this paper,
so that writing for the teacher does not solve his problems but only restates
them. In fact, most young people do not tell anybody how they spent their
summer vacation, much less write down how they spent it. The subject may
be in-close; the use it is to be put to remains unfamiliar, strained, bizarre.
How does the student solve the problem? In many cases, in a way somewhat like the following. He has read, let us say, The Adventures of Torn
Sawyer. He knows what this book felt like, how the voice in it addressed its
readers, how the narrator hinted to his readers that they were related to him
and he to them, whoever they may actually have,been or may be. Why not
pick up that voice and, with it, its audience? Why not make like Samuel
Clemens and write for whomever Samuel Clemens was writing for? This
even makes it possible to write for his teacheritself likely to be a produc-

tive ploywhom he certainly has never been quite able to figure out. But
he knows his teacher has read Torn Sawyer, has heard the voice in the book,
and could therefore obviously make like a Torn Sawyer reader. His problem
is solved, and he goes ahead. The subject matter now makes little difference,
provided that it is something like Mark Twain's and that it interests him on

some grounds or other. Material in-close to his real life is not essential,
though, of course, it might he welcome now that lie has a way to process it.
If the writer succeeds in writing, it is generally because he can fictionalize in his imagination an audience he has learned to know not from daily
life but from earlier writers who were fictionalizing in their imagination au59
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diences they had learned to know in still earlier writers, and so on back to
the dawn of written narrative. If and when lie becomes truly adept, an "original writer," he can do more than project the earlier audience, lie can alter it.
Thus it was that Samuel Clemens in Life on the Mississippi could not
merely project the audience that the many journalistic writers about the
Midwestern rivers had brought into being, but could also shape it to his own
demands. If you had read Isaiah Sellers, you could read Mark Twain, but
with a difference. You had to assume a part in a less owlish, more boisterous
setting, in which Clemens' caustic humor masks the uncertainty of his seriousness. Mark Twain's reader is asked to take a special kind of hold on himself and on life.

II

These reflections suggest, or are meant to suggest, that there exists a tradition in fictionalizing audiences that is a component part of literary tradition
in the sense in which literary tradition is discussed in T. S. Eliot's "Tradition
and the Individual Talent." A history of the ways audiences have been called
on to fictionalize themselves would be a correlative of the history of literary
genres and literary works, and indeed of culture itself.
What do we mean by saying the audience is a fiction? Two things at

least. First, that the writer must construct in his imagination, clearly or
vaguely, an audience cast in some sort of roleentertainment seekers, reflective sharers of experience (as those who listen to Conrad's Marlow), inhabitants of a lost and remembered world of prepubertal latency (readers of
Tolkien's hobbit stories), and so on. Second, we mean that the audience

must correspondingly fictionalize itself. A reader has to play the role in
which the author has cast him, which seldom coincides with his role in the
rest of actual life. An office worker on a bus reading a novel of Thomas
Hardy is listening to a voice which is not that of any real person in the real
setting around him. He is playing the role demanded of him by this person
speaking in a quite special way from the book, which is not the subway and
is not quite "Wessex" either, though it speaks of Wessex. Readers over the
ages have had to learn this game of literacy, how to conform themselves to
the projections of the writers they read, or at least how to operate in terms of
these projections. They have to know how to play the game of being a member of an audience that "really" does not exist. And they have to adjust when
the rules change, even though no rules thus far have ever been published
and even though the changes in the unpublished rules are themselves for
the most part only implied.
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A history of literature could be written in terms of the ways in which audiences have successively been fictionalized from the time when writing broke
away from oral performance, for, just as each genre grows out of what went before it, so each new role that readers are made to assume is related to previous
roles. Putting aside for the moment the question of what fictionalizing may be
called for in the case of the audience for oral performance, we can note that
when script first came on the scene, the fictionalizing of readers was relatively
simple. Written narrative at first was merely a transcription of oral narrative, or
what was imagined as oral narrative, and it assumed some kind of oral singer's
audience, even when being read. The transcribers of the Iliad and the Odyssey

presumably imagined an audience of real listeners in attendance on an oral
singer, and readers of those works to this day do well if they can imagine themselves hearing a singer of tales.? How these texts and other oral performances
were in fact originally set down in writing remains puzzling, but the transcribers certainly were not composing in writing, but rather recording with
minimal alteration what a singer was singing or was imagined to be singing.
Even so, a scribe had to fictionalize in a way a singer did not, for a real

audience was not really present before the scribe, so it would seem, although it is just possible that at times one may have been (Lord, pp. 125-28).
But, as transcription of oral performance or imagined oral performance gave
way gradually to composition in writing, the situation changed. No reader
today imagines Second Skin as a work that John Hawkes is reciting extempore to a group of auditors, even though passages from it may be impressive
when read aloud.

III

We have noted that the roles readers are called on to play evolve without any
explicit rules or directives. How readers pick up the implicit signals and how
writers change the rules can be illustrated by examining a passage from a
specialist in unpublished directives for readers, Ernest Hemingway. The passage is the opening of A Farewell to Arms. At the start of my comment on the
passage, it will be clear that I am borrowing a good deal from Walker Gibson's highly discerning book on modern American prose styles, Tough,
Sweet, and Stuffy.8 The Hemingway passage follows:
In the late summer of that year we lived in a house in a village that looked
across the river and the plain to the mountains. In the bed of the river there
were pebbles and boulders, dry and white in the sun, and the water was
clear and swiftly moving and blue in the channels.
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Hemingway's style is often characterized as straightforward, unadorned,
terse, lacking in qualifiers, close-lipped; and it is all these things. But none
of them were peculiar to Hemingway when his writing began to command
attention. A feature more distinctive of Hemingway here and elsewhere is
the way he fictionalizes the reader, and this fictionalizing is often signaled
largely by his use of the definite article as a special kind of qualifier or of the
demonstrative pronoun "that," of which the definite article is simply an
attenuation.
"The late summer of that year," the reader begins. What year? The
reader gathers that there is no need to say. "Across the river." What river?
The reader apparently is supposed to know. "And the plain." What plain?
"The plain" remember? "To the mountains." What mountains? Do I have
to tell you? Of course not. The mountainsthose mountains we know. We

have somehow been there together. Who? You, my reader, and I. The
readerevery reader is being cast in the role of a close companion of the
writer. This is the game he must play here with Hemingway, not always exclusively or totally, but generally, to a greater or lesser extent. It is one reason
why the writer is tight-lipped. Description as such would bore a boon companion. What description there is comes in the guise of pointing, in. verbal
gestures, recalling humdrum, familiar details. "In the bed of the river there
were pebbles and boulders, dry and white in the sun." The known world, accepted and accepting. Not presentation, but recall. The writer needs only to
point, for what he wants to tell you about is not the scene at all but his feelings. These, too, he treats as something you really had somehow shared,
though you might not have been quite aware of it at the time. He can tell
you what was going on inside him and count on sympathy, for you were
there. You know. The reader here has a well-marked role assigned him. He is
a companion-in-arms, somewhat later become a confidant. It is a flattering
role. Hemingway readers are encouraged to cultivate high self-esteem.
The effect of the definite article in Hemingway here is quite standard
and readily explicable. Normally, in English, we are likely to make an initial
reference to an individual object by means of the indefinite article and to
bring in the definite only subsequently. "Yesterday on the street a man came
up to me, and when I stopped in my stride the man said. . . ." "A" is a modified form of the term "one," a kind of singular of "some." "A man" means
"one man" (of many real or possible men). The indefinite article tacitly acknowledges the existence or possibility of a number of individuals beyond
the immediate range of reference and indicates that from among them one
is selected. Once we have indicated that we are concerned not with all but
with one-out-of-many, we train the definite article or pointer article on the
object of our attention.`' The definite article thus commonly signals some
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previous, less definite acquaintanceship. Hemingway's exclusion of indefinite in favor of definite articles signals the reader that lie is from the first on
familiar ground. He shares the author's familiarity with the subject matter.
The reader must pretend he has known much of it before.
Hemingway's concomitant use of the demonstrative distancing pronoun "that" parallels his use of "the." For "the" is only an attenuated "that."
It is a modified form of the demonstrative pronoun that replaced the origi-

nal Old English definite article "seo." Both hold their referents at a distance, "that" typically at a somewhat greater distance than "the." That
mountain you see ten miles away is indicated there on the map on the wall.
If we wish to think of the map as close, we would say, "This map on this
wall." In distancing their objects, both "that" and "the" can tend to bring together the speaker and the one spoken to. "That" commonly means thatover-there at a distance from you-and-me here, and "the" commonly means
much the same. These terms thus can easily implement the Hemingway relationship: you-and-me.
This you-and-me effect of the distancing demonstrative pronoun and
the definite article can be seen perhaps more spectacularly in romance etymology. The words for "the" in the romance languages come from the Latin
word ille, illa, illud, which yields in various romance tongues il, le, la, el, lo,

and their cognates. Ille is a distancing demonstrative in Latin: it means
"that-over-there-away-from-you-and-me" and stands in contrastive opposition to another Latin demonstrative which has no counterpart in English,
iste, ista, istud, which means "that-over-there-by-you" (and thus can readily
become pejorative "that-little-no-account-thing-of-yours"). Ille brings together the speaker and the one spoken to by contrast with the distanced object; iste distances from the speaker the one spoken to as well as the object.
Ille yields the romance definite articles, which correspond quite closely in
function to the English "the," and thus advertises the close tie between "the"
and "that."
Could readers of an earlier age have managed the Hemingway relationship, the you-and-me relationship, marked by tight-lipped empathy based
on shared experience? Certainly from antiquity the reader or hearer of an
epic was plunged in medias res. But this does not mean he was cast as the
author's boon companion. It means rather that lie was plunged into the middle of a narrative sequence and told about antecedent events only later. A
feeling of camaraderie between companions-in-arms is conveyed in epics,
but the companions-in-arms are fictional characters; they are not the reader
or hearer and the narrator. "Forsan et haec olim meminisse iuvabit"these
words in the Aeneid, "perhaps some day it will help to recall these very
things," are spoken by Aeneas to his companions when they are undergoing
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a period of hardships. They are one character's words to other characters,
not Virgil's words to his hearer or reader. One might urge further that, like
Hemingway's reader, the reader or hearer of an epicmost typically, of an
oral folk epicwas hearing stories with which he was already acquainted,
that he was thus on familiar ground. He was, but not in the sense that lie was
forced to pretend he had somehow lived as an alter ego of the narrator. His
familiarity with the material was not a pretense at all, not a role, but a simple
fact. Typically, the epic audience had heard the story, or something very
much like it, before.

The role in which Hemingway casts the reader is somewhat different
not only from anything these situations in early literature demand but also
from anything in the time immediately before Hemingway. This is what
makes Hemingway's writing interesting to literary historians. But Hemingway's demands on the reader are by no means entirely without antecedents.
The existence of antecedents is indicated by the fact that Hemingway was assimilated by relatively unskilled readers with very little fuss. He does not recast the reader in a disturbingly novel role. By contrast, the role in which
Faulkner casts the reader is a far greater departure from preceding roles than
is Hemingway's. Faulkner demands more skilled and daring readers, and
consequently had far fewer at first, and has relatively fewer even today when
the Faulkner role for readers is actually taught in school. (Perhaps we should
say the Faulkner roles.)
No one, so far as I know, has worked up a history of the readers' roles
that prepared for that prescribed by Hemingway. But one can discern significantly similar demands on readers beginning as early as Addison and
Steele, who assume a new fashionable intimacy among readers themselves
and between all readers and the writer, achieved largely by casting readers
as well as writer in the role of coffeehouse habitues. Defoe develops in his

own way comparable author-reader intimacy. The roots of these
eighteenth-century intimacies are journalistic, and from earlier journalism
they push out later in Hemingway's own day into the world of sportswriters
and war correspondents, of whom Hemingway himself was one. With the
help of print and the near instantaneousness implemented by electronic
media (the telegraph first, later radio teletype and electronic transmission
of photography), the newspaper writer could bring his reader into his own

on-the-spot experience, availing himself in both sports and war of the
male's strong sense of camaraderie based on shared hardships. Virgil's forsan et haec ohm mennnisse iuvabit once more. But Virgil was telling a story
of the days of old and, as has been seen, the camaraderie was among char-

acters in the story, Aeneas and his men. Sports and war journalism are
about the here and now, and, if the story can be got to the reader quickly,
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the camaraderie can be easily projected between the narrator and the
reader. The reader is close enough temporally and photographically to the
event for him to feel like a vicarious participant. In journalism Hemingway

had an established foundation on which to build, if not one highly esteemed in snobbish literary circles. And he in turn has been built upon by
those who have come later. Gibson has shown how much the style of Time
magazine is an adaptation of Hemingway (pp. 48-54). To Hemingway's
writer-reader camaraderie Time adds omniscience, solemnly "reporting,"
for example, in eyewitness style, the behavior and feelings of a chief of state
in his own bedroom as he answers an emergency night telephone call and
afterward returns to sleep. Hemingway encouraged his readers in high selfesteem. Time provides its readers, on a regular weekly basis, companionship with the all-knowing gods.

When we look the other way down the corridors of time to the period
before the coffeehouses and the beginnings of intimate journalism, we find
that readers have had to be trained gradually to play the game Hemingway
engages them in. What if, per impossihile, a Hemingway story projecting the
reader's role we have attended to here had turned up in Elizabethan England? It would probably have been laughed out of court by readers totally
unable to adapt to its demands upon them. It would certainly have collided
with representative literary theory, as propounded for example by Sir Philip
Sidney in The Defense of Poesie. For Sidney and most of his age, poetry

that is to say, literature generallyhad as its aim to please, but even more
basically to teach, at least in the sense that it gave the reader to know what
he did not know before. The Hemingway convention that the reader had
somehow been through it all before with the writer would have been to Sidney's age at best confusing and at worst wrongheaded. One could argue that
the Hemingway narrator would be telling the reader at least something he
did not know beforethat is, largely, the feelings of the narrator. But even
this revelation, as we have seen, implies in Hemingway a covert awareness
on the part of the reader, a deep sympathy or empathy of a basically romantic, nonpublic sort, grounded in intimacy. Sidney would have sent Hemingway back to his writing table to find something newer to write about, or to
find a way of casting his material in a fresher-sounding form.
Another, and related, feature of the Hemingway style would have repelled sixteenth-century readers: the addiction to the "the" and "that" to the

calculated exclusion of most descriptive qualifiers. There is a deep irony
here. For in the rhetorical world that persisted from prehistoric times to the
age of romanticism, descriptive qualifiers were commonly epithetic, expected qualifiers. The first chapter of Sidney's Arcadia (1590) presents the
reader with "the hopeless shepheard," the "friendly rival," "the necessary
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food," "natural rest," "flowery fields," "the extreme heat of summer," and
countless other souvenirs of a country every rhetorician had trod many times
before. Is this not making the reader a recaller of shared experience much as
Hemingway's rise of "the" and "that" does? Not at all in the same way. The
sixteenth-century reader recalls the familiar accouterments of literature,
which are the familiar accouterments or commonplaces also of sculpture,
painting, and all art. These are matters of shared public acquaintanceship,
not of private experience. The sixteenth-century reader is walking through
land all educated men know. He is not made to pretend he knows these familiar objects because he once shared their presence with this particular author, as a Hemingway reader is made to pretend. In Sidney, there is none of
the you-and-I-know-even-if-others-don't ploy.

IV
To say that earlier readers would have been nonplussed at Hemingway's demands on them is not to say that earlier readers did not have special roles to
play or that authors did not have their own problems in devising and signaling what the roles were. A few cases might be instanced here.
First of all, it is only honest to admit that even an oral narrator calls on

his audience to fictionalize itself to some extent. The invocation to the
Muse is a signal to the audience to put on the epic-listener's cap. No Greek,
after all, ever talked the kind of language that Homer sang, although .
Homer's contemporaries could understand it well enough. Even today we
do not talk in other contexts quite the kind of language in which we tell fairy
stories to children. "Once upon a time," we begin. The phrase lifts you out
of the real world. Homer's language is "once upon a time" language. It establishes a fictional world. But the fictionalizing in oral epic is directly limited by live interaction, as real conversation is. A real audience controls the
narrator's behavior immediately. Students of mine from Ghana and from
western Ireland have reported to me what I have read and heard from many
other sources: a given story may take a skilled or "professional" storyteller
anywhere from ten minutes to an hour and a half, depending on how he
finds the audience relates to him on a given occasion. "You always knew
ahead of time what he was going to say, but you never knew how long it
would take him to say it," my Irish informant reported. The teller reacts directly to audience response. Oral storytelling is a two-way street.
Written or printed narrative is not two-way, at least in the short run.
Readers' reactions are remote and initially conjectural, however great their
ultimate effects on sales. We should think more about the problems that the
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need to fictionalize audiences creates for writers. Chaucer, for example, had
a problem with the conjectural readers of the Canterbury Tales. There was

no established tradition in English for many of the stories, and certainly
none at all for a collection of such stories. What does Chaucer do? He sets
the stories in what, from a literary-structural point of view, is styled a frame.
A group of pilgrims going to Canterbury tell stories to one another: the pilgrimage frames the individual narratives. In terms of signals to his readers,
we could put it another way: Chaucer simply tells his readers how they are
to fictionalize themselves. He starts by telling them that there is a group of
pilgrims doing what real people do, going to a real place, Canterbury. The

reader is to imagine himself in their company and join the fun. Of course
this means fictionalizing himself as a member of a nonexistent group. But
the fictionalizing is facilitated by Chaucer's clear frame-story directives. And

to minimize the fiction by maximizing real life, Chaucer installs himself,
the narrator, as one of the pilgrims. His reader-role problem is effectively
solved. Of course, he got the idea pretty much from antecedent writers faced
with similar problems, notably Boccaccio. But he naturalizes the frame in
the geography of southeast England.
The frame story was in fact quite common around Europe at this period.
Audience readjustment was a major feature of mature medieval culture, a
culture more focused on reading than any earlier culture had been. Would

it not be helpful to discuss the frame device as a contrivance all but demanded by the literary economy of the time rather than to expatiate on it as
a singular stroke of genius? For this it certainly was not, unless we define genius as the ability to make the most of an awkward situation. The frame is really a rather clumsy gambit, although a good narrator can bring it off pretty
well when he has to. It hardly has widespread immediate appeal for ordinary
readers today.

In the next period of major audience readjustment, John Lyly's Euphues
and even more Thomas Nashe's The Unfortunate Traveler can be viewed as
attempts to work out a credible role in which Elizabethan readers could cast

themselves for the new medium of print. Script culture had preserved a
heavy oral residue signaled by its continued fascination with rhetoric, which
had always been orally grounded, a fascination that script culture passed on
to early print culture. But the new medium was changing the noetic economy, and, while rhetoric remained strong in the curriculum, strain was developing. Lyly reacts by hyperrhetoricizing his text, tongue-in-cheek,
drowning the audience and himself in the highly controlled gush being purveyed by the schools. The signals to the reader are unmistakable, if unconsciously conveyed: play the role of the rhetorician's listener for all you are

worth (Euphues is mostly speeches), remembering that the response the
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rhetorician commands is a serious and difficult one it takes hard work to
assimilate the baroque complexity of Lyly's textbut also that there is something awry in all the isocola, apophonemata, and antisagogai, now that the
reader is so very much more a reader than a listener. Such aural iconographic equipment had been functional in oral management of knowledge,
implementing storage and recall, but with print it was becoming incidental which is, paradoxically, why it could he so fantastically elaborated.
Nashe shows the same uneasiness, and more, regarding the reader's role.
For in the phantasmagoria of styles in The Unfortunate Traveler he tries out
his reader in every role he can think of: whoever takes on Nashe's story must

become a listener bending his ear to political orations, a participant in
scholastic disputations, a hanger-on at goliardic Woodstocks, a camp follower fascinated by merry tales, a simpering reader of Italian revenge stories
and sixteenth-century true confessions, a fellow conspirator in a world of picaresque cheats, and much more.

Nashe gives a foretaste of other trial-and-error procedures by which
recipes were to be developed for the reader of the narrative prose works we
now call novels. Such recipes were being worked out in other languages,
too: in French notably by Rabelais, whose calls for strenuous shifts in the
reader's stance Nashe emulated, and in Spanish by Cervantes, who explores
all sorts of ironic possibilities in the reader's relationship to the text, incorporating into the second part of Don Quixote the purported reactions of readers and of the tale's characters to the first part of the work. Picaresque travels,
well known at least since Apuleius' Golden Ass, multiplied, with major audience adjustments, in English down through Tom Jones: the unsettled role of
the reader was mirrored and made acceptable by keeping the hero himself
on the move. Samuel Richardson has his readers pretend they have access to
other persons' letters, out of which a story emerges. Journals and diaries also
multiplied as narrative devices: the reader becoming a snooper or a collector
of seeming trivia that turn out not to be trivia at all. Ultimately, Laurence
Sterne is able to involve his reader not only in the procreation of his hero

Tristram Shandy but also in the hero's writing of his autobiography, in
which pages are left blank for the reader to put his "own fancy in." The
audience-speaker interaction of oral narrative here shows the reader in a
new ironic guisesomewhat destructive of the printed book, toward which,
as an object obtruding in the person-to-person world of human communica-

tion, the eighteenth century was feeling some ambiguous hostilities, as
Swift's work also shows.

The problem of reader adjustment in prose narrative was in great part
due to the difficulty that narrators long had in feeling themselves as other
than oral performers. It is significant that, although the drama had been
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tightly plotted from classical antiquity (the drama is the first genre controlled by writing, and by the same token, paradoxically, the first to make deliberate use of colloquial speech), until the late eighteenth century there is

in the whole Western world (and I suspect in the East as well) no sizable
prose narrative, so far as I know, with a tidy structure comparable to that
known for two millennia in the drama, moving through closely controlled
tensions to a climax, with reversal and denouement. This is not to say that
until the modern novel emerged narrative was not organized, or that earlier
narrators were trying to write modern novels but regularly fell short of their
aims. (Scholes and Kellogg have warned in The Nature of Narrative against
this retroactive analysis of literary history.) But it is to say that narrative had
not fully accommodated itself to print or, for that matter, to writing, which
drama had long before learned to exploit. Tom Jones is highly programed,
but in plot it is still episodic, as all prose narrative had been all the way back
through the Hellenic romances. With Jane Austen.we are over the hurdle:
but Jane Austen was a woman, and women were not normally trained in the

Latin-based academic, rhetorical, oral tradition. They were not trained
speechmakers who had turned belatedly to chirography and print.
Even by Jane Austen's time, however, the problem of the reader's role in
prose narrative was by no means entirely solved. Nervousness regarding the
role of the reader registers everywhere in the "dear reader" regularly invoked

in fiction well through the nineteenth century. The reader had to be reminded (and the narrator, too) that the recipient of the story was indeed a
readernot a listener, not one of the crowd, but an individual isolated with
a text. The relationship of audience-fictionalizing to modern narrative prose
is very mysterious, and I do not pretend to explain it all here, but only to
point to some of the strange problems often so largely overlooked in the relationship. Tightly plotted prose narrative is the correlative of the audiences
fictionalized for the first time with the aid of print, and the demands of such
narrative on readers were new.

V
The present reflections have focused on written fictional narrative as a kind
of paradigm for the fictionalizing of writers' "audiences" or readers. But
what has been said about fictional narrative applies ceteris paribus to all
writing. With the possiblei° exceptiOn noted above of persons in the presence of one another communicating by writing because of inability to communicate orally, the writer's audience is always a fiction. The historian, the
scholar or scientist, and the simple letter writer all fictionalize their audi69
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ences, casting them in a made-up role and calling on them to play the role
assigned.

Because history is always a selection and interpretation of those incidents the individual historian believes will account better than other incidents for some explanation of a totality, history partakes quite evidently of
the nature of poetry. It is a making. The historian does not make the elements out of which he constructs history, in the sense that he must build
with events that have come about independently of him, but his selection of
events and his way of verbalizing them so that they can be dealt with as
"facts," and consequently the overall pattern he reports, are all his own creation, a making. No two historians say exactly the same thing about the
same given events, even though they are both telling the truth. There is no
one thing to say about anything; there are many things that can be said.
The oral "historian" captures events in terms of themes (the challenge,
the duel, the arming of the hero, the battle, and so on), and formulas (the
brave soldier, the faithful wife, the courageous people, the suffering people),
which are provided to him by tradition and are the only ways he knows to
talk about what is going on among men. Processed through these conventions, events become assimilable by his auditors and "interesting" to them.
The writer of history is less reliant on formulas (or it may be he has such a
variety of them that it is hard to tell that is what they are). But he comes to
his material laden with themes in much vaster quantity than can be available to any oral culture. Without themes, there would be no way to deal
with events. It is impossible to tell everything that went on in the Pentagon
even in one day: how many stenographers dropped how many sheets of
paper into how many wastebaskets when and where, what they all said to
each other, and so on ad infinitum. These are not the themes historians normally use to write what really "happened." They write about material by exploiting it in terms of themes that are "significant" or "interesting." But what
is "significant" depends on what kind of history you are writingnational
political history, military history, social history, economic history, personal
biography, global history. What is significant and, perhaps even more, what
is "interesting" also depends on the readers and their interaction with the
historian. This interaction in turn depends on the role in which the historian casts his readers. Although so far as I know we have no history of readers

of history, we do know enough about historiography to be aware that one
could well be worked out. The open-faced way the reader figures in Samuel
Eliot Morison's writings is different from the more conspiratorial way he figures in Perry Miller's and both are quite different from the way the reader
figures in Herodotus.
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Scholarly works show comparable evolution in the roles they enforce on
their readers. Aristotle's works, as has often been pointed out, are an agglomerate of texts whose relationship to his own holographs, to his students' notes,
and to the work of later editors will remain always more or less a puzzle. Much
of Aristotle consists of school logia or sayings, comparable to the logia or sayings of Jesus to his followers of which the Gospels chiefly consist. Aristotle's
logia were addressed to specific individuals whom he knew, rather than simply
to the wide world. Even his more patently written compositions retain a personal orientation: his work on ethics is th'e Nicomachean Ethics, named for his
son. This means that the reader of Aristotle, if he wants to understand his text,
will do well to cast himself in the role of one of Aristotle's actual listeners.
The practice of orienting a work, and thereby its readers, by writing it at
least purportedly for a specific person or persons continues well through the
Renaissance. The first edition of Peter Ramus' Dialectic was the French Dialectique de Pierre de la Ram& a Charles de Lorraine Cardinal, son Mecene
(Paris, 1555), and the first edition of the far more widely used Latin version

preserved the same personal address: Dialectici Lihri Duo . . . ad Carolum
Lotharingum Cardinalem (Paris, 1556). Sidney's famous romance Or epic is
The Countess of Pembroke's Arcadia. Often in Renaissance printed editions a
galaxy of prefaces and dedicatory epistles and poems establishes a whole cosmos of discourse which, among other things, signals the reader what roles he
is to assume. Sidney's, Spenser's, and Milton's works, for example, are heavily laden with introductory material whole books have been devoted to the
study of Sidney's introductory matter alone.
Until recent times the rhetorical tradition, which, with the allied dialectical or logical tradition, dominated most written as well as oral expression,
helped in the fictionalizing of the audience of learned works in a generic
but quite real way. Rhetoric fixed knowledge in agonistic structures.
For this reason, the roles of the reader of learned works until fairly recent times were regularly more polemic than those demanded of the reader
today. Until the age of romanticism reconstituted psychological structures,
academic teaching of all subjects had been more or less polemic, dominated
by the ubiquitous rhetorical culture, and proceeding typically by proposing
and attacking theses in highly partisan fashion. (The academic world today
preserves much of the nomenclature, such as "thesis" and "defense" of theses, but less of the programed fighting spirit, which its members let loose on
the social order more than on their subject matter or colleagues.) From Augustine through St. Thomas Aquinas and Christian Wolff, writers of treatises
generally proceeded in adversary fashion, their readers being cast as participants in rhetorical contests or in dialectical scholastic dispOtations.
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Today the academic reader's role is harder to describe. Some of its complexities can be hinted at by attending to certain fictions which writers of

learned articles and books generally observe and which have to do with
reader status. There are some things the writer must assume that every
reader knows because virtually every reader does. It would be intolerable to
write, "Shakespeare, a well-known Elizabethan playwright," not only in a
study on Renaissance drama but even in one on marine ecology. Otherwise
the reader's role would be confused. There are other things that established
fiction holds all readers must know, even though everyone is sure all readers
do not know them: these are handled by writing, "as everyone knows," and

then inserting what it is that not quite everyone really does know. Other
things the reader can safely be assumed not to know without threatening the
role he is playing. These gradations of admissible ignorance vary from one
level of scholarly writing to another, and since individual readers vary in

knowledge and competence, the degree to which they must fictionalize
themselves to match the level of this or that reading will vary. Knowledge of
the degrees of admissible ignorance for readers is absolutely essential if one
is to publish successfully. This knowledge is one of the things that separates
the beginning graduate student or even the brilliant undergraduate from the
mature scholar. It takes time to get a feel for the roles that readers can be expected comfortably to play in the modern academic world.
Other kinds of writing without end could be examined in our reflections
here on the fictionalizing of readers' roles. For want of time and, frankly, for
want of wider reflection, I shall mention only two others. These are genres
that do not seem to fall under the rule that the writer's audience is always a

fiction since the "audience" appears to be simply one clearly determined
person, who hardly need fictionalize himself. The first of the genres is the
familiar letter and the second the diary.
The case of the letter reader is really simple enough. Although by writing a letter you are somehow pretending the reader is present while you are
writing, you cannot address him as you do in oral speech. You must fictionalize him, make him into a special construct. Whoever saluted a friend on

the street with "Dear John"? And if you try the informal horrors, "Hi!" or
"Greetings!" or whatever else, the effect is not less but more artificial. You
are reminding him that you wish you were not writing him a letter, but,
then, why are you? There is no way out. The writer has to set up another relationship to the reader and has to set the reader in a relationship to the
writer different from that of nonchirographical personal contact.
The dimensions of fiction in a letter are many. First, you have no way of
adjusting to the friend's real mood as you would be able to adjust in oral
conversation. You have to conjecture or confect a mood that he is likely to
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be in or can assume when the letter comes. And, when it does come, he has
to put on the mood that you have fictionalized for him. Some of this sort of
adjustment goes on in oral communication, too, but it develops in a series of
exchanges: a tentative guess at another's mood, a reaction from him, another from yourself, another from him, and you know about where you are.
Letters do not have this normal give-and-take: they are one-way movements.
Moreover, the precise relationships of writer to reader in letters vary tremendously from age to age even in intensively role-playing correspondence. No
one today can capture exactly the fiction in Swift's Journal to Stella, though
it is informative to try to reconstruct it as fully as possible, for the relationships of children to oldsters and even of man to woman have subtly altered,
as have also a vast mesh of other social relationships which the Journal to
Stella involves.
The epistolary situation is made tolerable by conventions, and learning
to write letters is largely a matter of learning what the writer-reader conventions are. The paradoxes they involve were well caught some years ago in

a Marx Brothers movie if I recall correctly where the incident occurred.
Letters start with "Dear Sir." An owlish, bemused businessman calls his secretary in. "Take this letter to Joseph Smithers," he directs. "You know his
address. 'Dear Sir: You dirty rat. . " The fiction of the exordium designed
to create the lector henevolens is first honored and then immediately wiped
out.
.

The audience of the diarist is even more encased in fictions. What is
easier, one might argue, than addressing oneself? As those who first begin a
diary often find out, a great many things are easier. The reasons why are not
hard to unearth. First of all, we do not normally talk to ourselvescertainly
not in long, involved sentences and paragraphs. Second, the diarist pretend-

ing to be talking to himself has also, since he is writing, to pretend he is
somehow not there. And to what self is he talking? To the self he imagines
he is? Or would like to be? Or really thinks he is? Or thinks other people
think he is? To himself as he is now? Or as he will probably or ideally be
twenty years hence? If he addresses not himself but "Dear Diary," who in the
world is "Dear Diary"? What role does this imply? And why do more women
than men keep diaries? Or if they don't (they really door did), why do people think they do? When did the diary start? The history of diaries, I believe,
has yet to be written. Possibly more than the history of any other genre, it
will have to be a history of the fictionalizing of readers.
The case of the diary, which at first blush would seem to fictionalize the
reader least but in many ways probably fictionalizes him or her most, brings
into full view the fundamental deep paradox of the activity we call writing,

at least when writing moves from its initial account-keeping purposes to
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other more elaborate concerns more directly and complexly involving
human persons in their manifold dealings with one another. We are familiar
enough today with talk about masks in literary criticism, psychology, phenomenology, and elsewhere. Personae, earlier generally thought of as applying to characters in a play or other fiction (dramatis personae), are imputed
with full justification to narrators and, since all discourse has roots in narrative, to everyone who uses language. Often in the complexities of present

day fiction, with its "unreliable narrator" encased in layer after layer of
persiflage and irony, the masks within masks defy complete identification.
This is a game fiction writers play, harder now than ever.
But the masks of the narrator are matched, if not one-for-one, in equally
complex fashion by the masks that readers must learn to wear. To whom is
Finnegans Wake addressed? Who is the reader supposed to be? We hesitate
to say certainly I hesitate to saybecause we have thought so little about
the reader's role as such, about his masks, which are as manifold in their
own way as those of the writer.

Masks are inevitable in all human communication, even oral. Role
playing is both different from actuality and an entry into actuality: play and
actuality (the world of "work") are dialectically related to one another. From
the very beginning, an infant becomes an actual speaker by playing at being
a speaker, much as a person who cannot swim, after developing some ancillary skills, one day plays at swimming and finds that he is swimming in truth.
But oral communication, which is built into existential actuality more directly than written, has within it a momentum that works for the removal of
masks. Lovers try to strip off all masks. And in all communication, insofar as
it is related to actual experience, there must be a movement of love. Those
who have loved over many years may reach a point where almost all masks
are gone. But never all. The lover's plight is tied to the fact that every one of
us puts on a mask to address himself, too. Such masks to relate ourselves to
ourselves we also try to put aside, and with wisdom and grace we to some extent succeed in casting them off. When the last mask comes off, sainthood is
achieved, and the vision of God. But this can only be with death.
No matter what pitch of frankness, directness, or authenticity he may
strive for, the writer's mask and the reader's are less removable than those of
the oral communicator and his hearer. For writing is itself an indirection.
Direct communication by script is impossible. This makes writing not less

but more interesting, although perhaps less noble than speech. For man
lives largely by indirection, and only beneath the indirections that sustain
him is his true nature to be found. Writing, alone, however, will never bring
us truly beneath to the actuality. Present-day confessional writingand it is
characteristic of our present age that virtually all serious writing tends to the
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confessional, even dramalikes to make an issue of stripping off all masks.
Observant literary critics and psychiatrists, however, do not need to he told
that confessional literature is likely to wear the most masks of all. It is hard to
bare your soul in any literary genre. And it is hard to write outside a genre.

T. S. Eliot has made the point that so far as lie knows, great love poetry is
never written solely for the ear of the beloved (p. 97), although what a lover
speaks with his lips is often indeed for the ear of the beloved and of no other.
The point is well made, even though it was made in writing.

NOTES
1. See, e.g., J. R. Searle, The Philosophy of Language (London: Oxford Univ. Press,
1971), pp. 24-28, where Austin is cited, and Searle's bibliography, pp. 146-48.

2. The Rhetoric of Fiction (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1961), pp. 49-52,138,
363-64.
3. The Nature of Narrative (New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1966), pp. 17-56. Among recent short studies exhibiting concerns tangent to but not the same as those of the present article might be mentioned three from New Literary History: Georges Poulet, "Phenomenology
of Reading," 1 (1969-70), 53-68; Geoffrey H. Hartman, "History-Writing as Answerable

Style," 2 (1970-71), 73-84; and J. Hillis Miller, 'The Still Heart: Poetic Form in
Wordsworth," 2 (1970-71), 297-310, esp. p. 310; as well as Gerald Prince, "Introduction a
l'etude du narrataire," Poetique, No. 14 (1973), pp. 178-96, which is concerned with the
"narrataire" only in novels ("narratee" in a related English-language study by the same author
as noted by him here) and with literary taxonomy more than history. See also Paul Ricoeur,
"What Is a Text? Explanation and Interpretation," Appendix, pp. 135-50, in David Rasmussen, Mythic-Symbolic Language and Philosophical Anthropology: A Constructive Interpretation of the Thought of Paul Ricoeur (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1971).
4. Phenomenology of Perception, trans. Colin Smith (London: Routledge, 1962), pp.
181-84.
5. See my The Presence of the Word (New Haven and London: Yale Univ. Press, 1967),
pp. 116-17.
6. T. S. Eliot suggests some of the complexities of the writer-and-audience problem in
his essay on "The Three Voices of Poetry," by which he means (1) "the voice of the poet talking

to himselfor to nobody," (2) "the voice of the poet addressing an audience," and (3) "the
voice of the poet when he attempts to create a dramatic character speaking" (On Poetry and
Poets, New York: Noonday Press, 1961, p. 96). Eliot, in the same work, states that these voices
often mingle and indeed, for him, "are most often found together" (p. 108). The approach I
am here taking cuts across Eliot's way of enunciating the problem and, I believe, brings out
some of the built-in relationships among the three voices which help account for their intermingling. The "audience" addressed by Eliot's second voice not only is elusively constituted
but also, even in its elusiveness, can determine the voice of the poet talking to himself or to nobody (Eliot's first sense of "voice"), because in talking to oneself one has to objectify oneself,
and one does so in ways learned from addressing others. A practiced writer talking "to himself"
in a poem has a quite different feeling for "himself' than does a complete illiterate.
7. See Albert B. Lord, The Singer of Tales, Harvard Studies in Comparative Literature,
No. 24 (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Univ. Press, 1964), pp. 124-38.
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8. Tough, Sweet, and Stuffy (Bloomington and London: Indiana Univ. Press, 1966),
pp. 28-54. In these pages, Gibson gets very close to the concern of the present article with
readers' roles.

9. The present inclination to. begin a story without the initial indefinite article, which
tacitly acknowledges a range of existence beyond that of the immediate reference, and to substitute for the indefinite article a demonstrative pronoun of proximity, "this," is one of many
indications of the tendency of present-day man to feel his lifeworld which is now more than
ever the whole worldas in-close to him, and to mute any references to distance. It is not un-

common to hear a conversation begin, 'Yesterday on the street this man came up to me,
and. . ." A few decades ago, the equivalent would very likely have been, "Yesterday on the
street a man came up to me, and... ." This widespread preference, which Hemingway proba-

bly influenced little if at all, does show that Hemingway's imposition of fellowship on the
reader was an indication, perhaps moderately precocious, of a sweeping trend.
10. "Possible," because there is probably a trace of fictionalizing even when notes are
being exchanged by persons in one another's presence. It appears unlikely that what is written
in such script "conversations" is exactly the same as what it would be were voices used. The
interlocutors are, after all, to some extent pretending to be talking, when in .fact they are not
talking but writing.
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Audience Addressed/
Audience Invoked
The Role of Audience in Composition Theory

and Pedagogy
LISA EDE AND ANDREA LUNSFORD

One important controversy currently engaging scholars and teachers of writing involves the role of audience in composition theory and pedagogy. How
can we best define the audience of a written discourse? What does it mean
to address an audience? To what degree should teachers stress audience in
their assignments and discussions? What is the best way to help students recognize the significance of this critical element in any rhetorical situation?
Teachers of writing may find recent efforts to answer these questions

more confusing than illuminating. Should they agree with Ruth Mitchell
and Mary Taylor, who so emphasize the significance of the audience that
they argue for abandoning conventional composition courses and instituting a "cooperative effort by writing and subject instructors in adjunct
courses. The cooperation and courses take two main forms. Either writing
instructors can be attached to subject courses where writing is required, an
organization which disperses the instructors throughout the departments
participating; or the composition courses can teach students how to write
the papers assigned in other concurrent courses, thus centralizing instruction but diversifying topics."' Or should teachers side with Russell Long,
who asserts that those advocating greater attention to audience overemphasize the role of "observable physical or occupational characteristics" while
Reprinted from College Composition and Communication 35.2 (May 1984): 155-71. Used
with permission.
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ignoring the fact that most writers actually create their audiences. Long argues against the usefulness of such methods as developing hypothetical
rhetorical situations as writing assignments, urging instead a more traditional emphasis on "the analysis of texts in the classroom with a very detailed examination given to the signals provided by the writer for his
audience."2

To many teachers, the choice seems limited to a single optionto be for
or against an emphasis on audience in composition courses. In the following essay, we wish to expand our understanding of the role audience plays in
composition theory and pedagogy by demonstrating that the arguments advocated by each side of the current debate oversimplify the act of making
meaning through written discourse. Each side, we will argue, has failed adequately to recognize (1) the fluid, dynamic character of rhetorical situations;
and (2) the integrated, interdependent nature of reading and writing. After
discussing the strengths and weaknesses of the two central perspectives on

audience in compositionwhich we group under the rubrics of audience
addressed and audience invoked3 we will propose an alternative formulation, one which we believe more accurately reflects the richness of "audience" as a concept.*

AUDIENCE ADDRESSED
Those who envision audience as addressed emphasize the concrete reality
of the writer's audience; they also share the assumption that knowledge of
this audience's attitudes, beliefs, and expectations is not only possible (via
observation and analysis) but essential. Questions concerning the degree to
which this audience is "real" or imagined, and the ways it differs from the
speaker's audience, are generally either ignored or subordinated to a sense of
the audience's powerfulness. In their discussion of "A Heuristic Model for
Creating a Writer's Audience," for example, Fred Pfister and Joanne Petrik
attempt to recognize the ontological complexity of the writer-audience relationship by noting that "students, like all writers, must fictionalize their
audience." Even so, by encouraging students to "construct in their imagina"A number of terms might be used to characterize the two approaches to audience which
dominate current theory and practice. Such pairs as identified/envisaged, "real " /fictional, or
analyzed/created all point to the same general distinction as do our terms. We chose "addressed/invoked" because these terms most precisely represent our intended meaning. Our discussion will, we hope, clarify their significance; for the present, the following definitions must
serve. The "addressed" audience refers to those actual or real-life people who read a discourse,
while the "invoked" audience refers to the audience called up or imagined by the writer.
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tion an audience that is as nearly a replica as is possible of those many readers who actually exist in the world of reality," Pfister and Petrik implicitly
privilege the concept of audience as addressed.5

Many of those who envision audience as addressed have been influenced by the strong tradition of audience analysis in speech communication
and by current research in cognitive psychology on the composing process.6
They often see themselves as reacting against the current-traditional paradigm of composition, with its a-rhetorical, product-oriented emphasis.? And
they also frequently encourage what is called "real-world" writing.8
Our purpose here is not to draw up a list of those who share this view

of audience but to suggest the general outline of what most readers will

recognize as a central tendency in the teaching of writing today. We
would, however, like to focus on one particularly ambitious attempt to formulate a theory and pedagogy for composition based on the concept of au-

dience as addressed: Ruth Mitchell and Mary Taylor's "The Integrating
Perspective: An Audience-Response Model for Writing." We choose
Mitchell and Taylor's work because of its theoretical richness and practical
specificity. Despite these strengths, we wish to note several potentially significant limitations in their approach, limitations which obtain to varying

degrees in much of the current work of those who envision audience as
addressed.

In their article, Mitchell and Taylor analyze what they consider to be
the two major existing composition models: one focusing on the writer and

the other on the written product. Their evaluation of these two models
seems essentially accurate. The "writer" model is limited because it defines
writing as either self-expression or "fidelity to fact" (p. 255) epistemologically naive assumptions which result in troubling pedagogical inconsisten-

cies. And the "written product" model, which is characterized by an
emphasis on "certain intrinsic features [such as a] lack of comma splices
and fragments" (p. 258), is challenged by the continued inability of teachers
of writing (not to mention those in other professions) to agree upon the precise intrinsic features which characterize "good" writing.
Most interesting, however, is what Mitchell and Taylor omit in their criti-

cism of these models. Neither the writer model nor the written product
model pays serious attention to invention, the term used to describe those
methods designed to aid in retrieving information, forming concepts, analyzing complex events, and solving certain kinds of problems."9 Mitchell and
Taylor's lapse in not noting this omission is understandable, however, for the
same can be said of their own model. When these authors discuss the writing
process, they stress that "our first priority for writing instruction at every level

ought to be certain major tactics for structuring material because these
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structures are the most important in guiding the reader's comprehension and
memory" (p. 271). They do not concern themselves with where "the material" comes from its sophistication, complexity, accuracy, or rigor.
Mitchell and Taylor also fail to note another omission, one which might
be best described in reference to their own model (Figure 1). This model
has four components. Mitchell and Taylor use two of these, "writer" and

"written product," as labels for the models they condemn. The third and
fourth components, "audience" and "response,"' provide the title for their
own "audience-response model for writing" (p. 249).
Mitchell and Taylor stress that the components in their model interact.
Yet, despite their emphasis on interaction, it never seems to occur to them to
note that the two other models may fail in large part because they overemphasize and isolate one of the four elementswrenching it too greatly from
its context and thus inevitably distorting the composing process. Mitchell
and Taylor do not consider this possibility, we suggest, because their own
model has the same weakness.
Mitchell and Taylor argue that a major limitation of the "writer" model
is its emphasis on the self, the person writing, as the only potential judge of
effective discourse. Ironically, however, their own emphasis on audience
leads to a similar distortion. In their model, the audience has the sole power
of evaluating writing, the success of which "will be judged by the audience's
reaction: 'good' translates into 'effective,' 'bad' into 'ineffective.' " Mitchell
and Taylor go on to note that "the audience not only judges writing; it also
motivates it" (p. 250),10 thus suggesting that the writer has less control than
the audience over both evaluation and motivation.
Despite the fact that Mitchell and Taylor describe writing as "an interaction, a dynamic relationship" (p. 250), their model puts far more emphasis
on the role of the audience than on that of the writer. One way to pinpoint
Figure

1

Mitchell and Taylor's "general model of writing" (p. 250).
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the source of imbalance in Mitchell and Taylor's formulation is to note that
they are right in emphasizing the creative role of readers who, they observe,
"actively contribute to the meaning of what they read and will respond according to a complex set of expectations, preconceptions, and provocations"
(p. 251), but wrong in failing to recognize the equally essential role writers
play throughout the composing process not only as creators but also as readers of their own writing.

As Susan Wall observes in "In the Writer's Eye: Learning to Teach the
Rereading/Revising Process," when writers read their own writing, as they do
continuously while they compose, "there are really not one but two contexts
for rereading: there is the writer-as-reader's sense of what the established text is
actually saying, as of this reading; and there is the reader-as-writer's judgment
of what the text might say or should say. . . ."I I What is missing from Mitchell
and Taylor's model, and from much work done from the perspective of audi-

ence as addressed, is a recognition of the crucial importance of this internal
dialogue, through which writers analyze inventional problems and conceptualize patterns of discourse. Also missing is an adequate awareness that, no matter how much feedback writers may receive after they have written something
(or in breaks while they write), as they compose writers must rely in large part
upon their own vision of the reader, which they create, as readers do their vision of writers, according to their own experiences and expectations.

Another major problem with Mitchell and Taylor's analysis is their apparent lack of concern for the ethics of language use. At one point, the authors ask the following important question: "Have we painted ourselves into
a corner, so that the audience-response model must defend sociologese and
its related styles?" (p. 265). Note first the ambiguity of their answer, which
seems to us to say no and yes at the same time, and the way they try to deflect
its impact:
No. Wedefend only the right of audiences to set their own standards and
we repudiate the ambitions of English departments to monopolize that
standard-setting. If bureaucrats and scientists are happy with the way they
write, then no one should interfere.
But evidence is accumulating that they are not happy. (p. 265)

Here Mitchell and Taylor surely underestimate the relationship between style and substance. As those concerned with Doublespeak can attest,
for example, the problem with sociologese is not simply its (to our ears) awkward, convoluted, highly nominalized style, but the way writers have in certain instances used this style to make statements otherwise unacceptable to
lay persons, to "gloss over" potentially controversial facts about programs
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and their consequences, and thus violate the ethics of language use. Hence,
although we support Mitchell and Taylor when they insist that we must better understand and respect the linguistic traditions of other disciplines and
professions, we object to their assumption that style is somehow value free.
As we noted earlier, an analysis of Mitchell and Taylor's discussion clarifies weaknesses inherent in much of the theoretical and pedagogical research based on the concept of audience as addressed. One major weakness
of this research lies in its narrow focus on helping students learn how to
"continually modify their work with reference to their audience" (p. 251).
Such a focus, which in its extreme form becomes pandering to the crowd,
tends to undervalue the responsibility a writer has to a subject and to what
Wayne Booth in Modern Dogma and the Rhetoric of Assent calls "the art of
discovering good reasons."12 The resulting imbalance has clear ethical consequences, for rhetoric has traditionally been concerned not only with the
effectiveness of a discourse, but with truthfulness as well. Much of our difficulty with the language of advertising, for example, arises out of the ad
writer's powerful concept of audience as addressed divorced from a corollary
ethical concept. The toothpaste ad that promises improved personality, for
instance, knows too well how to address the audience. But such ads ignore
ethical questions completely.
Another weakness in research done by those who envision audience as
addressed suggests an oversimplified view of language. As Paul Kameen ob-

serves in "Rewording the Rhetoric of Composition," "discourse is not
grounded in forms or experience or audience; it engages all of these elements simultaneously."I3 Ann Berthoff has persistently criticized our obsession with one or another of the elements of discourse, insisting that meaning
arises out of their synthesis. Writing is more, then, than "a means of acting

upon a receiver" (Mitchell and Taylor, p. 250); it is a means of making
meaning for writer and reader.I4 Without such a unifying, balanced understanding of language use, it is easy to overemphasize one aspect of discourse,
such as audience. It is also easy to forget, as Anthony Petrosky cautions us,
that "reading, responding, and composing are aspects of understanding, and

theories that attempt to account for them outside of their interaction with
each other run the serious risk of building reductive models of human
understanding."15

AUDIENCE INVOKED
Those who envision audience as invoked stress that the audience of a writ-

ten discourse is a construction of the writer, a "created fiction" (Long,
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p. 225). They do not, of course, deny the physical reality of readers, but they
argue that writers simply cannot know this reality in the way that speakers
can. The central task of the writer, then, is not to analyze an audience and
adapt discourse to meet its needs. Rather, the writer uses the semantic and

syntactic resources of language to provide cues for the readercues which
help. to define the role or roles the writer wishes the reader to adopt in responding to the text. Little scholarship in composition takes this perspective;
only Russell Long's article and Walter Ong's "The Writer's Audience Is Always a Fiction" focus centrally on this issue.' 6 If recent conferenCes are any
indication, however, a growing number of teachers and scholars are becoming concerned with what they see as the possible distortions and oversimplifications of the approach typified by Mitchell and Taylor's model.)?
Russell Long's response to current efforts to teach students analysis of
audience and adaptation of text to audience is typical: "I have become increasingly disturbed not only about the superficiality of the advice itself, but
about the philosophy which seems to lie beneath it" (p. 221). Rather than

detailing Long's argument, we wish to turn to Walter Ong's well-known
study. Published in PMLA in 1975, "The Writer's Audience Is Always a Fiction" has had a significant impact on composition studies, despite the fact
that its major emphasis is on fictional narrative rather than expository writing. An analysis of Ong's argument suggests that teachers of writing may err
if they uncritically accept Ong's statement that "what has been said about
fictional narrative applies ceteris paribus to all writing" (p. 17).
Ong's thesis includes two central assertions: "What do we mean by saying
the audience is a fiction? Two things at least. First, that the writer must construct in his imagination, clearly or vaguely, an audience cast in some sort of
role..:. Second, we mean that the audience must correspondingly fictionalize itself" (p. 12). Ong emphasizes the creative power of the adept writer,
who can both project and alter audiences, as well as the complexity of the
reader's role. Readers, Ong observes, must learn or "know how to play the
game of being a member of an audience that 'really' does not exist" (p. 12).

On the most abstract and general level, Ong is accurate. For a writer,
the audience is not there in the sense that the speaker's audience, whether a
single person or a large group, is present. But Ong's representative situa-

tionsthe orator addressing a mass audience versus a writer alone in a
roomoversimplify the potential range and diversity of both oral and written communication situations.
Ong's model of the paradigmatic act of speech communication derives
from traditional rhetoric. In distinguishing the terms audience and reader,
he notes that "the orator has before him an audience which is a true audience, a collectivity. . . Readers do not form a collectivity, acting here and
.
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now on one another and on the speaker as members of an audience do"
(p. 11). As this quotation indicates, Ong also stresses the potential for inter-

action among members of an audience, and between an audience and a
speaker.

But how many audiences are actually collectives, with ample opportunity for interaction? In Persuasion: Understanding, Practice, and Analysis,
Herbert Simons establishes a continuum of audiences based on opportunities for interaction.18 Simons contrasts commercial mass media publics,

which "have little or no contact with each other and certainly have no
reciprocal awareness of each other as members of the same audience" with
"face-to-face work groups that meet and interact continuously over an extended period of time." He goes on to note that: "Between these two ex-

tremes are such groups as the following: (1) the pedestrian audience,
persons who happen to pass a soap box orator . . ; (2) the passive, occasional audience, persons who come to hear a noted lecturer in a large auditorium . . . ; (3) the active, occasional audience, persons who meet only on
specific occasions but actively interact when they do meet" (pp. 97-98).
Simons' discussion, in effect, questions the rigidity of Ong's distinctions
between a speaker's and a writer's audience. Indeed, when one surveys a
broad range of situations, inviting oral communication, Ong's paradigmatic
situation, in which the speaker's audience constitutes a "collectivity, acting
here and now on one another and on the speaker" (p. 11), seems somewhat
.

atypical. It is certainly possible, at any rate, to think of a number of instances
where speakers confront a problem very similar to that of writers: lacking intimate knowledge of their audience, which comprises not a collectivity but a
disparate, and possibly even divided, group of individuals, speakers, like writers, must construct in their imaginations "an audience cast in some sort of

role."I9 When President Carter announced to Americans during a speech
broadcast on television, for instance, that his program against inflation was
"the moral equivalent of warfare," he was doing more than merely characterizing his economic policies:He was providing an important cue to his audi-

ence concerning the role he wished them to adopt as listenersthat of a
people braced for a painful but necessary and justifiable battle. Were we to
examine his speech in detail, we would find other more subtle, but equally
important, semantic and syntactic signals to the audience.
We do not wish here to collapse all distinctions between oral and written
communication, but rather to emphasize that speaking and writing are, after
all, both rhetorical acts. There are important differences between speech
and writing. And the broad distinction between speech and writing that Ong
makes is both commonsensical and particularly relevant to his subject, fictional narrative. As our illustration demonstrates, however, when one turns
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to precise, concrete situations, the relationship between speech and writing
can become far more complex than even Ong represents.
Just as Ong's distinction between speech and writing is accurate on a
highly general level but breaks down (or at least becomes less clear-cut)
when examined closely, so too does his dictum about writers and their audiences. Every writer must indeed create a role for the reader, but the constraints on the writer and the potential sources of and possibilities for the
reader's role are both more complex and diverse than Ong suggests. Ong
stresses the importance of literary tradition in the creation of audience: "If
the writer succeeds in writing, it is generally because he can fictionalize in
his imagination an audience he has learned to know not from daily life but
from earlier writers who were fictionalizing in their imagination audiences
they had learned to know in still earlier writers, and so on back to the dawn
of written narrative" (p. 11). And he cites a particularly (for us) germane example, a student "asked to write on the subject to which schoolteachers,
jaded by summer, return compulsively every autumn: 'How I Spent My
Summer Vacation' " (p. 11). In order to negotiate such an assignment successfully, the student must turn his real audience, the teacher, into someone
else. He or she must, for instance, "make like Samuel Clemens and write for
whomever Samuel Clemens was writing for" (p. 11).
Ong's example is, for his purposes, well-chosen. For such an assignment
does indeed require the successful student to "fictionalize" his or her audience. But why is the student's decision to turn to a literary model in this instance particularly appropriate? Could one reason be that the student knows
(consciously or unconsciously) that his English teacher, who is still the literal audience of his essay, appreciates literature and hence would be entertained (and here the student may intuit the assignment's actual aim as well)

by such a strategy? In Ong's example the audiencethe "jaded" schoolteacheris not only willing to accept another role but, perhaps, actually
yearns for it. How else to escape the tedium of reading 25, 50, 75 student papers on the same topic? As Walter Minot notes, however, not all readers are
so malleable:
In reading a work of fiction or poetry, a reader is far more willing to suspend his beliefs and values than in a rhetorical work dealing with some
current social, moral, or economic issue. The effectiveness of the created
audience in a rhetorical situation is likely to depend on such constraints as
the actual identity of the reader, the subject of the discourse, the identity
and purpose of the writer, and many other factors in the real world.2°

An example might help make Minot's point concrete.
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Imagine another composition student faced, like Ong's, with an assignment. This student, who has been given considerably more latitude in her
choice of a topic, has decided to write on an issue of concern to her at the
moment, the possibility that a home for mentally-retarded adults will be
built in her neighborhood. She is alarmed by the strongly negative, highly
emotional reaction of most of her neighbors and wishes in her essay to persuade them that such a residence might not he the disater they anticipate.
This student faces a different task from that described by Ong. If she is to
succeed, she must think seriously about her actual readers, the neighbors to
whom she wishes to send her letter. She knows the obvious demographic fac-

torsage, race, classso well that she probably hardly needs to consider
them consciously. But other issues are more complex. How much do her
neighbors know about mental retardation, intellectually or experientially?
What is their image of a retarded adult? What fears does this project raise in
them? What civic and religious values do they most respect? Based on this
analysisand the process may be much less sequential than we describe
hereshe must, of course, define a role for her audience, one congruent
with her persona, arguments, the facts as she knows them, etc. She must, as
Minot argues, both analyze and invent an audience.21 In this instance, after
detailed analysis of her audience and her arguments, the student decided to
begin her essay by emphasizing what she felt to be the genuinely admirable
qualities of her neighbors, particularly their kindness, understanding, and
concern for others. In so doing, she invited her audience to see themselves as
she saw them: as thoughtful, intelligent people who, if they were adequately
informed, would certainly not act in a harsh manner to those less fortunate
than they. In accepting this role, her readers did not have to "play the game of

being a member of an audience that 'really' does not exist" (Ong, "The
Writer's Audience," p. 12). But they did have to recognize in themselves the
strengths the student described and to accept her implicit linking of these
strengths to what she hoped would be their response to the proposed "home."
When this student enters her history class to write an examination she

faces a different set of constraints. Unlike the historian who does indeed
have a broad range of options in establishing the reader's role, our student
has much less freedom. This is because her reader's role has already been established and formalized in a series of related academic conventions. If she
is a successful student, she has so effectively internalized these conventions
that she can subordinate a concern for her complex and multiple audiences
to focus on the material on which she is being tested and on the single audience, the teacher, who will respond to her performance on the test.22

We could multiply examples. In each instance the student writingto
friend, employer, neighbor, teacher, fellow readers of her daily newspaper86
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would need, as one of the many conscious and unconscious decisions required in composing, to envision and define a role for the reader. But how
she defines that rolewhether she relies mainly upon academic or technical writing conventions, literary models, intimate knowledge of friends or
neighbors, analysis of a particular group, or some combination thereofwill
vary tremendously. At times the reader may establish a role for the reader
which indeed does not "coincide[s] with his role in the rest of actual life"
(Ong, p. 12). At other times, however, one of the writer's primary tasks may
be that of analyzing the "real life" audience and adapting the discourse to it.
One of the factors that makes writing so difficult, as we know, is that we have

no recipes: each rhetorical situation is unique and thus requires the writer,
catalyzed and guided by a strong sense of purpose, to reanalyze and reinvent
solutions.

Despite their helpful corrective approach, then, theories which assert
that the audience of a written discourse is a construction of the writer present their own dangers.23 One of these is the tendency to overemphasize the
distinction between speech and writing while undervaluing the insights of
discourse theorists, such as James Moffett and James_Britton,-who-remind us
of the importance of such additional factors as distance between speaker or
writer and audience and levels of abstraction in the subject. In Teaching the

Universe of Discourse, Moffett establishes the following spectrum of discourse: recording ("the drama of what is happening"), reporting ("the narrative of what happened"), generalizing ("the exposition of what happens")
and theorizing ("the argumentation of what will, may happen").24 In an extended example, Moffett demonstrates the important points of connection
between communication acts at any one level of the spectrum, whether oral
or written:
Suppose next that I tell the cafeteria experience to a friend some time later
in conversation. ... Of course, instead of recounting the cafeteria scene to

my friend in person I could write it in a letter to an audience more removed in time and space. Informal writing is usually still rather spontaneous, directed at an audience known to the writer, and reflects the
transient mood and circumstances in which the writing occurs: Feedback
and audience influence, however, are delayed and weakened.... Compare
in turn now the changes that must occur all down the line when I write about
this cafeteria experience in a discourse destined for publication and distribution to a mass, anonymous audience of present and perhaps unborn people. I

cannot allude to things and ideas that only my friends know about. I must
use a vocabulary, style, logic, and rhetoric that anybody in that mass audience can understand and respond to. I must name and organize what happened during those moments in the cafeteria that day in such a way that
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this mythical average reader can relate what I say to some primary moments of experience of his own. (pp. 37-38; our emphasis)

Though Moffett does not say so, many of these same constraints would ob-

tain if he decided to describe his experience in a speech to a mass audience the viewers of a television show, for example, or the members of a
graduating class. As Moffett's example illustrates, the distinction between
speech and writing is important; it is, however, only one of several constraints influencing any particular discourse.
Another weakness of research based on the concept of audience as invoked is that it distorts the processes of writing and reading by overemphasiz-

ing the power of the writer and undervaluing that of the reader. Unlike
Mitchell and Taylor, Ong recognizes the creative role the writer plays as
reader of his or her own writing, the way the writer uses language to provide
cues for the reader and tests the effectiveness of these cues during his or her

own rereading of the text. But Ong fails adequately to recognize the constraints placed on the writer, in certain situations, by the audience. He fails,
in other words, to acknowledge that readers' own experiences, expectations,
and beliefs do play a central role in their reading of a text, and that the writer
who does not consider the needs and interests of his audience risks losing

that audience. To argue that the audience is a "created fiction" (Long, p.
225), to stress that the reader's role "seldom coincides with his role in the
rest of actual life" (Ong, p. 12), is just as much an oversimplification, then,
as to insist, as Mitchell and Taylor do, that "the audience not only judges
writing, it also motivates it" (p. 250). The former view overemphasizes the
writer's independence and power; the latter, that of the reader.

RHETORIC AND ITS SITUATIONS25
If the perspectives we have described as audience addressed and audience in-

voked represent incomplete conceptions of the role of audience in written
discourse, do we have an alternative? How can we most accurately conceive
of this essential rhetorical element? In what follows we will sketch a tentative
model and present several defining or constraining statements about this ap-

parently slippery concept, "audience." The result will, we hope, move us
closer to a full understanding of the role audience plays in written discourse.
Figure 2 represents our attempt to indicate the complex series of obligations, resources, needs, and constraints embodied in the writer's concept of

audience. (We emphasize that our goal here is not to depict the writing

process as a wholea much more complex taskbut to focus on the
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Figure 2

The concept of audience.
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writer's relation to audience.) As our model indicates, we do not see the two
perspectives on audience described earlier as necessarily dichotomous or
contradictory. Except for past and anomalous audiences, special cases which

we describe paragraphs hence, all of the audience roles we specifyself,
friend, colleague, critic, mass audience, and future audience may be invoked or addressed.26 It is the writer who, as writer and reader of his or her
own text, one guided by a sense of purpose and by the particularities of a
specific rhetorical situation, establishes the range of potential roles an audience may play. (Readers may, of course, accept or reject the role or roles the
writer wishes them to adopt in responding to a text.)
Writers who wish to be read must often adapt their discourse to meet the
needs and expectations of an addressed audience. They may rely on past experience in addressing audiences to guide their writing, or they may engage
a representative of that audience in the writing process. The latter occurs,
for instance, when we ask a colleague to read an article intended for scholarly publication. Writers may also be required to respond to the intervention
of othersa teacher's comments on an essay, a supervisor's suggestions for
improving a report, or the insistent, catalyzing questions of an editor. Such
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intervention may in certain cases represent a powerful stimulus to the
writer, but it is the writer who interprets the suggestionsor even commandsof others, choosing what to accept or reject. Even the conscious decision to accede to the expectations of a particular addressed audience may
not always he carried out; unconscious psychological resistance, incomplete
understanding, or inadequately developed ability may prevent the writer
from following through with the decision a reality confirmed by composition teachers with each new set of essays.
The addressed audience, the actual or intended readers of a discourse,
exists outside of the text. Writers may analyze these readers' needs, anticipate their biases, even defer to their wishes. But it is only through the text,
through language, that writers embody or give life to their conception of the

reader. In so doing, they do not so much create a role for the reader a
phrase which implies that the writer somehow creates a mold to which the
reader adaptsas invoke it. Rather than relying on incantations, however,
writers conjure their vision a vision which they hope readers will actively
come to share as they read the textby using all the resources of language
available to them to establish a broad, and ideally coherent, range of cues
for the reader. Technical writing conventions, for instance, quickly formalize any of several writer-reader relationships, such as colleague to colleague
or expert to lay reader. But even comparatively local semantic decisions May
play an equally essential role. In "The Writer's Audience Is Always a Fiction," Ong demonstrates how Hemingway's use of definite articles in A
Farewell to Arms subtly cues readers that their role is to be that of a "companion in arms . a confidant" (p. 13).
Any of the roles of the addressed audience cited in our model may be in.

.

voked via the text. Writers may also invoke a past audience, as did, for instance, Ong's student writing to those Mark Twain would have been writing
for. And writers can also invoke anomalous audiences, such as a fictional

characterHercule Poirot perhaps. Our model, then, confirms Douglas
Park's observation that the meanings of audience, though multiple and complex, "tend to diverge in two general directions: one toward actual people external to a text, the audience whom the writer must accommodate; the other
toward the text itself and the audience implied there: a set of suggested or
evoked attitudes, interests, reactions, conditions of knowledge which may or
may not fit with the qualities of actual readers or listeners."27 The most complete understanding of audience thus involves a synthesis of the perspectives
we have termed audience addressed, with its focus on the reader, and audience invoked, with its focus on the writer.
One illustration of this constantly shifting complex of meanings for "audience" lies in our own experiences writing this essay. One of us became in-
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terested in the concept of audience during an NEH Seminar, and her first
audience was a small, close-knit seminar group to whom she addressed her
work. The other came to contemplate a multiplicity of audiences while
working on a textbook; the first audience in this case was herself, as she debated the ideas she was struggling to present to a group of invoked students.
Following a lengthy series of conversations, our interests began to merge: we
shared notes and discussed articles written by others on audience, and even-

tually one of us began a draft. Our long distance telephone bills and the
miles we travelled up and down 1-5 from Oregon to British Columbia attest
most concretely to the power of a co-author's expectations and criticisms
and also illustrate that one person can take on the role of several different
audiences: friend, colleague, and critic.
As we began to write and re-write the essay, now for a particular scholarly journal, the change in purpose and medium (no longer a seminar paper
or a textbook) led us to new audiences. For us, the major "invoked audience" during this period was Richard Larson, editor of this journal, whose

questions and criticisms we imagined and tried to anticipate. (Once this
essay was accepted by CCC, Richard Larson became for us an addressed audience: he responded in writing with questions, criticisms, and suggestions,
some of which we had, of course, failed to anticipate.) We also thought of
the readers of CCC and those who attend the annual CCCC, most often
picturing you as members of our own departments, a diverse group of individuals with widely varying degrees of interest in and knowledge of composition. Because of the generic constraints of academic writing, which limit the
range of roles we may define for our readers, the audience represented by
the readers of CCC seemed most vivid to us in two situations: (1) when we
were concerned about the degree to which we needed to explain concepts
or terms; and (2) when we considered central organizational decisions, such
as the most effective way to introduce a discussion. Another, and for us ex-

tremely potent, audience was the authorsMitchell and Taylor, Long,
Ong, Park, and otherswith whom we have seen ourselves in silent dialogue. As we read and reread'their analyses and developed our responses to
them, we felt a responsibility to try to understand their formulations as fully
as possible, to play fair with their ideas, to make our own efforts continue to
meet their high standards.
Our experience provides just one example, and even it is far from complete. (Once we finished a rough draft, one particular colleague became a
potent but demanding addressed audience, listening to revision upon revision and challenging us with harder and harder questions. And after this

essay is published, we may revise our understanding of audiences we
thought we knew or recognize the existence of an entirely new audience.
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The latter would happen, for instance, if teachers of speech communication

for some reason found our discussion useful.) But even this single case
demonstrates that the term audience refers not just to the intended, actual,

or eventual readers of a discourse, but to all those whose image, ideas, or actions influence a writer during the process of composition. One way to con-

ceive of "audience," then,

is

as an overdetermined or unusually rich

concept, one which may perhaps be best specified through the analysis of
precise, concrete situations.
We hope that this partial example of our own experience will illustrate
how the elements represented in Figure 2 will shift and merge, depending
on the particular rhetorical situation, the writer's aim, and the genre chosen.
Such .an understanding is critical: because of the complex reality to which
the term audience refers and because of its fluid, shifting role in the composing process, any discussion of audience which isolates it from the rest of
the rhetorical situation or which radically overemphasizes or underemphasizes its function in relation to other rhetorical constraints is likely to oversimplify. Note the unilateral direction of Mitchell and Taylor's model (p. 5),
which is unable to represent the diverse and complex role(s) audience(s)
can play in the actual writing processin the creation of meaning. In contrast, consider the model used by Edward P. J. Corbett in his Little Rhetoric
and Handbook.28 This representation, which allows for interaction among
all the elements of rhetoric, may at first appear less elegant and predictive
than Mitchell and Taylor's. But it is finally more useful since it accurately
represents the diverse range of potential interrelationships in any written
discourse.

We hope that our model also suggests the integrated, interdependent
nature of reading and writing. Two assertions emerge from this relationship.
One involves the writer as reader of his or her own work. As Donald Murray

notes in "Teaching the Other Self: The Writer's First Reader," this role

Figure 3

Corbett's model of "The Rhetorical Interrelationships" (p. 5).
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critical, for "the reading writerthe map-maker and map- reader reads the
word, the line, the sentence, the paragraph, the page, the entire text. This
constant back-and-forth reading monitors the multiple complex relationships between all the elements in writing."29 To ignore or devalue such a
central function is to risk distorting the writing process as a whole. But
unless the writer is composing a diary or journal entry, intended only for the
writer's own eyes, the writing process is not complete unless another person,
someone other than the writer, reads the text also. The second assertion thus
emphasizes the creative, dynamic duality of the process of reading and writing, whereby writers create readers and readers create writers. In the meeting of these two lies meaning, lies communication.
A fully elaborated view of audience, then, must balance the creativity of
the writer with the different, but equally important, creativity of the reader.
It must account fora wide and shifting range of roles for both addressed and
invoked audiences. And, finally, it must relate the matrix created by the intricate relationship of writer and audience to all elements in the rhetorical

situation. Such an enriched conception of audience can help us better understand the complex act we call composing.
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How to Make Mulligan Stew
Process and Product Again
ROBERT M. GORRELL

Ecrire, c'est deranger le dictionnaire.
Jean Cocteau
In composition I do not think second thoughts are best.
Lord Byron
Composition is, for the most part, an effort of slow diligence and steady
perseverance.
Samuel Johnson

Mulligan, according to one desk dictionary, is a stew "of vegetables, meat or
fish, and other foodstuffs." An essay, in the same dictionary, is "an analytic or

interpretative literary composition usually dealing with its subject from a
limited or personal point of view" or "something resembling such a composition." The definitions are imprecise, suggesting that products in each
genre are likely to vary considerably. If I want to learn how to produce either
a mulligan stew or an essay, I have to look beyond a definition or a recipe.
If I want to learn about the process of composing a stew, I can conduct

research. I can interview various stewmakers, for example. I can watch
them in action and take notes on what they do. Or I can put a microphone
in front of them, getting them to recite what they think goes on in their
Reprinted from College Composition and Communication 34.3 (October 1983): 272-77.
Used with permission.
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minds as they peel turnips or stir the broth or decide whether to add cumin
or oregano. I can check on whether a chef's hat or apron seems to have
much to do with the process. I can analyze protocols and generalize about

procedures that seem to characterize many of the cooks. I can perhaps
identify different parts of the processselecting and preparing ingredients,
putting them together and cooking, tasting the results and seasoning
preparing, cooking, and revision invention, arrangement, style. I can observe that these steps are not necessarily sequential; that for instance the
cook may be selecting material even at the last stages, tasting and deciding
to use more garlic. I can also, of course, make a stew myself and think
about how 1 do it, a kind of research that seems to me important, and often
neglected. I can also do a lot of stew tasting, analyzing what I eat and relating the results to how they were achieved. This has the possibly misleading
advantage of being the most pleasant kind of research, but it has the real advantage of allowing the investigator to examine the product as a way of finding out about the process, and to select only successful products.
I'm aware that this is mainly nonsense, but it leads me to some things I
want to say about current enthusiasms in research, particularly about what
we are calling the composing process. I think we have been learning some-

thing about the composing processnot only about the, frequency with
which a tenth-grader chews a pencil, but also about the psychological events
attendant on getting something from the mind on to paper. I do not propose
to criticizeor expandcurrent theories about the composing process.
Rather I want to look at composing as a simple-minded stewmaker, to try to
do some summarizing and ordering, and especially to urge that we should
be thinking not of the composing process but of composing processes.
The search for the writing process seems to me to push the investigator
toward conclusions too general to be useful or too trivial to be significant.
(You should consider your purpose before starting the stew, or, some stewmakers like to sing as they stir.) The problem is that the writing process is so
complex and so varied, as much current useful research is showing, that discussions of the process seem often to exhibit the zeal, but also face the futility, of the medieval alchemist. On the other hand, I think that it is possible
to isolate a number of processes or parts of the process, skills or techniques, if
you will, that can usefully be taught and learned.

Identifying these is consistent with the current concern to separate
"process" and "product." There has been a justified reaction against the kind
of rhetorical research that concentrates exclusively on the product, guessing
about the ingredients of the stew, outlining the structure of the essay. The
focus on the product encourages serious misconceptions about the process.
This focus tempts us to assume that patterns that ultimately appear on paper
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parallel what goes on in the mind to produce those patterns. Of course they
do not. To take a simple example, subject-verb-complement order is characteristic of the English sentence. It does not follow that the parts of a sentence
occur to a writer in this order, that sentences are conceived because a writer
picks a subject and then thinks of something to say about it. Usually it is an
action or occurrence, what is ultimately expressed in a predicate, that stimulates the expression of a sentence. It seems unlikely that a sentence like
"The clog is chewing the bone" would occur because a speaker thought of a
dog and searched about for a verb and object to go with it. A writer more
often than a speaker may think first of a subject, but in most instances the se-

quence in the product does not reflect what happens in the mind. That
order is often indeterminate, with the thoughts that are to make up the sentence occurring almost simultaneously.
Similarly, a paragraph does not necessarily occur because a writer has
thought of a thesis and wants to defend it, even though the paragraph may
ultimately take the form of a generalization followed by various kinds of support. The writer may have been stimulated to write by an observation, by
reading a striking sentence, by becoming annoyed, or what not. A thesis or
generalization may have occurred to him only after much other mental activity. The paragraph may come out with some clearly discernible hierarchical pattern, but the writer's thoughts have not necessarily come to him as a
formal outline.
Recent studies have been much concerned with ale misinterpretation

of this sortthe assumption that prewriting, writing, and rewriting, or invention, arrangement, and styleare a sequence in the writing process.
Writers have been pointing outmore persuasively, it seems to me, than
should be necessarythat composing is "recursive," that writers do not
progress through three neatly defined sequential stages from prewriting to
writing or revision) Observing that these three kinds of activities do occur
when writing occurs does not justify an assumption that they are sequential.
All three of these parts of the process occur over and over before anything
gets finished. But realizing that these do not necessarily occur in sequence

does not alter the fact that they are composing processes, the results of
which can he observed in a product.
Donald Murray says, "The process of making meaning with written lan-

guage can not be understood by looking backward from a finished page.
Process can not be inferred from product any more than a pig can be inferred from a sausage."2 It is, of course, not easy to infer a pig from a
sausagebut it is difficult to turn a pig into a sausage (or a cow into a stew) if
you've never seen a sausage (or tasted mulligan). The pig is not the process,

although it is essential to the process. The sausage is also relevant to the
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process. The process is not an image of the product, and assuming that it is
has led to some confusing teaching. But assuming that it is unrelated has led
to limited notions of the writing process.
That is, so long as we distinguish process and product, the product can
give us the most tangible information we can get about at least part of the
process. Analysis of the product reveals the goal or end of the process, and
directs us to specific parts of the process that we can investigate. We know,
for example, that thoughts, however they may occur, get transformed into
words in subject-verb order to produce sentences. The way in which this occurs is not obvious or simple, but this part of the process offers a focus for
study. We also know that thoughts may get represented in various sorts of hierarchical patterns in an essay. We can illuminate an important part of the
composing process by trying to discover how thoughts can get put into order.
I am, in other words, issuing a mild warning that many current studies of
the writing process try so hard to avoid over-emphasis on the product that
they neglect important and tangible processes. Observing writers in action is
not the only way to find out how writing is done. Some writing processes are
understood most readily as we examine the product, tasting the stew as well
as watching the cook. By looking at what has been done, we can often see
how it was clone, and how to do it again. What we discover, I think, often
provides the most useful and practical help for writing. I want to mention
just a few examples.

One example, one of the composing processes that I consider both important and practical, is the process of juggling and relating analysis and synthesis and specific and general. Two spheres of the human brain apparently
govern two different operations. One, usually the left, deals with what may
be called logical procedures such as analysis. The other is concerned more
with emotions and larger ideas, with wholes or synthesis. Writing, as a function of the entire brain, requires the cooperation of both spheres, i.e., requires looking at both parts and wholes, for instance. That is, writing can be
thought of as a combination of analysis and synthesis, sometimes a kind of
alternation between them. These two ways of looking at the world, at the forest or at the trees, characterize our thinking and also one of the processes
used in writing. Whether we are trying to get writing started or to arrange or
organize material or to construct paragraphs or sentences, we are likely to be
combining synthesis and analysis.
Or we can describe this process as a combination of generalizing and
specifying. Whenever we write, we are trying to refine thinking by taking it
farther toward the specific. But at the same time, we are trying to help a
reader understand how to make sense of a mass of details by making general
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comments about the specifics. This, among the many writing processes, has
the advantage of being teachable. It is possible for the student to learn more
than he or she knows at the start of a course about handling synthesis and
analysis, about dealing with the general and the specific.
Another composing process is that of creating and revealing relation-

ships. Writers do not create new things or new facts, and usually do not
even dig out much new information. Writers do relate things and facts as
they individually see them and want to report them to readers. A cook doesn't create carrots or celery, but a cook may create an individual stew by selecting and arranging ingredients in a new way. The relationships we create

and reveal in writing can be identified in two ways, as linear and as
hierarchical.
The writing process is obviously linear. We have to put one thing after
another one letter, one word, one sentence, one paragraph after another.
The observation is so obvious that we tend to overlook it, but by thinking of
prose as a sequence we can get new insights into ways of generating ideas
and keeping them in order.
That is, we can observe in the product that there are certain linear patterns in prose and that these patterns are limited and identifiable. Each unit

of expressiona single word or a paragraphlimits what follows but also
completes what precedes. Writing, looking at it as a sequence, can be
thought of as a series of commitments and responses. Each segment of the
prose commits the writer in some way to what is to follow, and each segment
also responds in some way to the preceding commitment. Furthermore, I
think that the possible responses can be identified and classified as further
generalization, division, repetition, specification, or parallelism.3
From this kind of observation of the product we can make generalizations about the process of laying words and sentences end to end, and have a
basis for advice about how to proceed. For example, take as a starting point a
sentence I pick at random from the book in front of me:
The impact of AGGRESSIVE falsehood is a matter of size, spread, and
timing.

A writer responding to the commitment of that sentence can choose from
many possibilities, but the kinds of possibilities are limited. Diversion is one
possibility, a shift in direction, usually signaled by but or however.
But the impact of passive falsehood depends on subtle techniques of the
liar.
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Or the response might be a specification, the most common response to
clarify and carry a discussion forward. The sentence that actually follows is:
The Hitlerian big lie traded on credibility-through-outrageousness.

The writing process requires selection of words and sentences to produce
logical sequences and ultimately to fit these into commitment-response
units as components of paragraphs. Analysis of the product reveals guidelines that help the writer identify possibilities and select from among them.
Ross Winterowd reaches similar conclusions in observing "the grammar
of coherence," in classifying characteristics of relationships among units in
discourse. Winterowd finds that relationships among T-units in any coherent prose can be limited to seven, which he calls (1) coordinate, (2) obversative, (3) causative, (4) conclusive, (5) alternative, (6) inclusive, and (7)
sequential. The relationship can be expressed or implied, but certain connectives are associated with each relationshipand for coordinate, but for
obversative, and so on.4 The analysis of the product clarifies the process.
The composing process can be viewed as the struggle to arrange words

and sentences in the sequence that reveals the desired relationships. I am
not suggesting that the patterns that can be observed in the product are the
process. But the process is the attempt to achieve the product, and to that ex-

tent is defined by the product. The writer's thoughts, trial-and-error creations, thinking, writing, and revising, are all revealed, finally, in patterns of
linear relationships, which give prose continuity.
But writing is also a process of creating hierarchical relationships, making some ideas depend on others. Patterns of hierarchical relationships are
traditionally part of what textbooks label organization, and they get described
most commonly in discussions of outlining or in formulas for creating paragraphs. Outlines are most frequently produced as orderly descriptions of a
product, although they are also often prescribed, usually unrealistically, as
part of a writing process. Paragraph patterns also, the hierarchical arrangements of sentences, are illustrated by examples of existing paragraphs. The
debates about what is a paragraph, if it is anything, whether it must have a
topic sentence or a conclusion, are argued primarily by collecting examples
of one view or another. Indeed, much time has been devoted to giving data
on the percentage of paragraphs in modern magazines having a topic sentence or extending for more or less than a hundred words. It is hard to know
how to apply this kind of information to the writing process. If, for example,
we learn from research that only 57% of modern paragraphs begin with topic
sentences, do we try to hit the same average in what we write, or do we abandon topic sentences as unnecessary, or do we forget the whole thing?
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Still, analysis of the relationships in the written essay does not tell us
how to write, but the creation of those relationships is a writing process. As
we write we are constantly making decisions, consciously or unconsciously,
about which words or broad ideas will be subordinated, which coordinated:
We classify, arrange, rearrange. We consider relevance. The writing process
can be thought of as a process of ordering and relating ideas, attempting to
achieve hierarchical patterns like some of those that can be described by
analysis of the product.
There are other writing processes or ways of looking at the process, but I
think these make my point. I am pleased by the current emphasis on writing
as process rather than product, partly because I thought we had always been

teaching the writing process. But I don't want our view of the composing
process to become so narrow that we neglect difficult but useful parts of the
process or fail to take advantage of analysis of the product for its value in illuminating the process. The problem is to find out all we can about how you
get from an empty refrigerator to an edible stew, from a blank sheet of paper
and a relatively unfocused mind if not an empty oneto a readable essay.
You can't learn to make a stew just by examining or even eating one, but nei-

ther can you learn to make one if you don't know what you're trying to
makeany more than you can come back from where you've never been.

NOTES
1. See, for example, Sondra Perl, "Understanding Composing," College Composition
and Communication, 31 (December, 1980), p. 364 ff.; and Nancy Sommers, "Revision
Strategies of Student Writers and Experienced Adult Writers," College Composition and
Communication, 31 (December, 1980), pp. 378-391.
2. "Writing as Process: How Writing Finds Its Own Meaning," Eight Approaches to
Teaching Composition, ed. Timothy R. Donovan and Ben W. McClelland, (Urbana, IL: National Council of Teachers of English, 1980), p. 3.
3. See Robert Correll, "Not by Nature: Approaches to Rhetoric," English Journal, 55
(April, 1966), 409-416, 449.
4. "The Grammar of Coherence," College English, 31 (May, 1970), 828-835. See also
Richard L. Larson, "Toward a Linear Rhetoric of the Essay," College Composition and Communication, 22 (May, 1971), 140-146.
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SECTION Two

Talking in Terms of Discourse
What It Is, How It's Taught

We've just seen the turn to research and to introspection as ways to discover-

ing something about how one goes about writing. In Walter Ong's "The
Writer's Audience is Always a Fiction," something about intentionality gets
said. Ede and Lunsford tell us about the situatedness of our discourse. And
in so doing, Ong and Ede and Lunsford return us to rhetoric, composition's

mother discipline, notwithstanding the insights brought about by what
rhetorician Kenneth Burke has called the "new sciences," especially linguistics, anthropology, and psychology. Writing is a process leading to a product.
That product is written discourse.

This section turns to some important discussions on what constitutes
written discourse. To some extent, each essay is concerned with matters
of mindontology, epistemology, psychology. The relationship between
mind and written discourse has been a matter for speculation for some
time. Psychology affects the theories of eighteenth-century rhetorician
George Campbell and the nineteenth century's Alexander Bain. James
Berlin outlines the different epistemological assumptions that arise within
the history of Western rhetoric and their implications for composition theory. At issue is what scientific discourse study early in this century termed
the "communications triangle," according to Wilbur Schramm's "Communication Research in the United States" (The Science of Human Communication, New York: Basic, 1963, 1-16). Its concern is the relation
among the three fundamental elements of the writing situation: the writer,
the reader, and the text, all within some notion of reality, elements contained in classical rhetoric's ethos, pathos, logos. In the tradition of ancient
rhetoric's need to categorize and taxonomize, James Kinneavy and Frank
D'Angelo classify the various elements of discourse: In modern rhetoric's
1 051
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emphasis on language as symbolic actionor doing by way of the syMbol
system which is discourseJames Britton looks to the dynamic interplay
among the various elements of the epistemological field (word, thought,
thing). The others look to the parts of a discourse in order to understand
the whole more readily. All try to define what we're talking about when we
talk about written discourse.
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The Basic Aims of Discourse
JAMES E. KINNEAVY

INTRODUCTION
Most of us make implicit assumptions about the aims of discourse when we
loosely distinguish expository writing from literature or creative writing, and,
no doubt, there is some validity to the distinction. Many college composition textbooks often .assume a similar distinction and address themselves to
the province of expository writing. But it may be that this simple distinction
is too simple and that other aims of discourse ought to he given some consideration. It is this question which I would like to investigate in this paper.
First, at least one working definition. I am concerned with complete discourse, not individual sentences or even paragraphs. It is often impossible to
determine the aim of an individual sentence or paragraph without its full
context. The same sentence or even paragraph in another context may have
a very different aim. "Discourse" here means the full text, oral or written, delivered at a specific time and place or delivered at several instances. A discourse may be a single sentence, "Fire," screamed from a hotel window, or a
joke, or a sonnet, or a three-hour talk, or a tragedy, or Toynbee's twelve volumes of A Study of History. Sometimes the determination of text is difficult:
a conversation may trail off into another one; a novel like Sanctuary may
pick up years later in Requiem for a Nun; there are trilogies in drama and
novel, etc.; but usually the determination of text is a fairly simple matter.
By aim of discourse is meant the effect that the discourse is oriented to
achieve in the average listener or reader for whom it is intended. It is the in-

tent as embodied in the discourse, the intent of the work, as traditional
Reprinted from College Composition and Communication 20.4 (December 1969): 297-304.
Used with permission.
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philosophy called it. Is the work intended to delight or to persuade or to inform or to demonstrate the logical proof of a position? These would be typical aims.

The determination of the basic aims of discourse and some working
agreement in this area among rhetoricians would be a landmark in the field
of composition. For it is to the achievement of these aims that all our efforts
as teachers of composition are directed.
Yet a classification of diverse aims of discourse must not be interpreted
as the establishing of a set of iron-clad categories which do not overlap.

Such an exercise must be looked upon as any scientific exercisean abstraction from certain aspects of reality in order to focus attention on and
carefully analyze the characteristics of some feature of reality in a scientific
vacuum, as it were. The scientist who is attempting to formulate the law of
gravity isolates the gravitational forces from air resistance, from surface
variations, from electric attraction, etc., and hopefully postulates a principle of gravity. The re-insertion into real situations wherein wind, surface
variations, electricity and other forces intervene conies later. Similarly, an
attempt to formulate the nature of information, as such, must operate in a
discourse vacuum which momentarily abstracts from the fact that information can be used in propaganda or be a component of a literary discourse.
In actual practice such pure discourses as information devoid of persuasion, or persuasion devoid of information, or literature without some personal expression, and so forth, are almost non-existent or as rare as the
laboratory concept of gravitation. But that does not destroy the validity of
the classifications.

THE DETERMINATION OF THE
AIMS OF DISCOURSE
Some Negative and Some External Norms
There are some useful cautions about determination of aims made in literary theory by W. K. Wimsatt and Monroe Beardsley which can be extended
to discourse theory. It is dangerous in literature (and even more in persuasion) to assume that what the author says he is trying to do is actually what
the work really accomplishes. To determine the aim by author intent is to
run the risk of the "intentional fallacy." A parallel danger is to assume that
the reaction of a given reader is an accurate indication of purpose. This fallacy has been termed the "affective fallacy" by Wimsatt and Beardsley.1 The
stated intentions of the author and the reactions of a given reader are useful
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markers that can point to significant evidence in the discourse itself, as the
linguist Michael Riffaterre points out;2 for this reason they should not be disregarded. Similarly, many authors advise us to take into account the cultural
conventions of the genre employed; anthropologists like Malinowski warn
of the importance of the immediate historical context; McLuhan emphasizes the significance of the medium used; Kenneth Burke writes a whole
book on the influence of the semantic range, the grammar he calls it, of the
motivational field; and even the grammatical choices offered by the language can restrict and modify the aim, as Sapir and Whorf caution us. All of
these, external to the discourse, are nonetheless weighty determinants of aim
and are so many arguments against the mythical autonomy of the text.

Internal Norms of Aim
Among the writers who have sought to establish the aims of discourse by
norms internal to the discourse there is considerable variation in the kind of
norm singled out. Yet there is a surprising measure of agreement among the
analysts on so fundamental an issue. In Figure 1, I have attempted to show
some of these various approaches, together with the principle ofdivision and
the resulting classifications of aims of discourse. The parallel classifications
of the various systems are indicated in the horizontal rows. All of the author-

ities whom I have analyzed could not be presented on a single page, so I
have only indicated typical representatives of various approaches.

The eldest and most persistent approach in western civilization is that
beginning in Plato, codified by Aristotle, continued by the medieval Arab
philosophers Averroes and Avicenna, Aquinas and Albertus Magnus, and
passed on to modern times by the classical tradition and some comparative
philologists, like Joshua Whatmough. Aristotle and Aquinas distinguish a
scientific use of language achieving certainty, a dialectical use of language
operating in the area of probability, a rhetorical or persuasive use of language based on seeming probability, and a poetic use of language incorporating a rigid but internal probability. The principle of division is obviously a
scale of diminishing probability.3
Ernst Cassirer, examining the historical sequence of Greek views on the

functions of language, sees first a mythological view of language as a
medium for expressing the aspirations of early Greek society. This partially
(though not at all totally) corresponds to Aristotle's poetic function. This was
followed by a period in which it was felt by the philosophers that language
was admirably suited to mirror or represent the universe. This metaphysical
period, as he calls it, corresponds to Aristotle's scientific use of language.
The practical or pragmatic use of language by the sophists and rhetoricians
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came next. Finally, Democritus pointed to a basic and initial interjectional
or emotive use of languageto which Aristotle has no direct parallel.4
In the next column of Figure 1, C. W. Morris, the semiotician, bases his
aims of discourse on a behavioral analysis of how animals react to stimuli.
The animal first informs itself of the features of its environment, then evaluates the seemingly useful features, then responds to these as incitive "stimuli,"
and finally systematizes his signs in order to achieve the purpose for which he
engaged in this expressive activity. There is a rough approximation here to
Aristotle's scientific, dialectic, and rhetorical functions. Morris' systemic has
some affinity with the expressive function of the others on the chart.5
George Miller, a communication theorist, establishes his distinctions on
the socio-psychological motives for the communications which are revealed
in the discourse. The informative use of language attempts to increase uni-

formity of fact and information in the community; the opinion use of language .attempts to increase uniformity of the probable in the society; the
status change use of language is oriented to improve one's societal position;
and the emotive use is oriented to individual satisfaction in an expressive use
of language. The similarities to the preceding systems are fairly obvious.°
In an interesting chapter on "The Uses of Language" in Human Knowledge, Its Scope and Limits, Bertrand Russell takes issue with the dominant
logical positivist view of a simple dichotomy of referential and emotive uses
of language and distinguishes the informative, the questioning, the promotive and the emotional uses of language. These correspond quite naturally to
the kinds of rhetorical sentences in the language: declarative, interrogative,

imperative, and exclamatory. These image quite closely Miller's, Morris'
and Aristotle's categories, though the principle of division is different in
each.?

Hans Reichenbach, a logical positivist, in a brief introduction to his
book on symbolic logic, differentiates functions of language by the faculty
appealed to in the discourse. He therefore distinguishes a communicative
use emphasizing thoughts to be believed by the intellect, from a promotive
use directed to actions to be accomplished, from a suggestive use oriented to
emotions to be aroused.8
Both Reichenbach and Richards take the logical positivist position as
their springboard. Richards emphasizes the kind of reference found in the
discourse. In his various books, Richards suggests various categories of discourse. I have followed here the distinctions to be found in How to Read a
Page and Principles of Literary Criticism rather than some of his other works.
Discourses exist in a continuum with decreasing referential and increasing
emotive affirmations. Pure reference discourse is scientific, pure emotive
1

11 2 3

Cross-Talk in Comp Theory

discourse is poetic. Any appreciable mixture of the two is rhetoric. Further
subdivisions of the mixed area (rhetoric) are generally useless.9
The equating of poetry with emotive discourse in Richards is a common

phenomenon among these classificatory systemsa fact the figure illustrates. Sometimes poetry is subsumed under emotive, sonietimes poetry is
equated to the emotive (as in Richards). Sometimes there is no provision for
one or the otherthus Aristotle makes no room for expressive discourse as
such, though emotion is important for his concept of catharsis in poetry and
in the whole second book of his Rhetoric.

The last column of the figure distinguishes aims by the focus on the
component of the communication process which is stressed in a given discourse. At one time I thought that this principle of classification was original
with me, but I later found that Karl Bailer, a German psychologist, had
used it in depth in the 1930's and that Roman. Jakobson, acknowledging
Miler as his source, had also used it to classify aims of discourse in the early
1960's. The beginnings of this norm can be found in Aristotle who calls science language directed to things and rhetoric language directed to persons.
Alan Gardiner, the linguist, had also suggested this principle of classification
in the 1950's.10

This principle can be seen illustrated in Figure 2. If one represents the
components of the communication process as a triangle composed of an
encoder (writer or speaker), a decoder (reader or listener), a signal (the linguistic product), and a reality (that part of the universe to which the linguistic product refers), then a focus on one of these tends to produce a specific

kind of discourse. Discourse dominated by subject matter (reality talked
about) is called referential discourse. There are three kinds of referential
discourse: exploratory, informative, and scientific. These correspond to elements in the first and second rows across Figure 1. Here, however, it seems

important to distinguish the merely informative kind of writing (such as
news stories in journalism, simple encyclopedia or textbook presentations)
from the strictly scientific, though few authorities make the distinction.
Aristotle, for example, has no theory of information, though he has one of
science. And Miller has provision for informative, though he has no specific provision for the scientific. And it is equally important to distinguish a
kind of discourse which asks a question (exploratory, dialectical, interrogative in some formulations) from discourse which answers it (informative)
and proves the answer (scientific). Yet all three of these kinds of discourse
are subject-matter or reference dominated. Examples of all three are given
in Figure 2. These subdistinctions of reference discourse are my own and
differ somewhat from Jakobson's.
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Secondly, as Buhler, Jakobson and Aristotle point out, discourse which
focuses on eliciting a specific reaction from the decoder and is dominated
by this request for reaction emerges as persuasion or rhetoric. In this use, the
,,_encoder may purposely disguise his own personality and purposely distort,
picture of reality which language can paint in order to get the decoder to
something or believe something (as in dishonest advertising or some
propaganda). These distortions are not essential to persuasion, how':'ever. What is essential is that encoder, reality, and language itself all become
..,,instrumental to the achievement of some practical effect in the decoder.
,i.Obvious examples of such aims of discourse are given in the last column of
..figure 2.
Thirdly, when the language product is dominated by the clear design of
the writer or speaker to discharge his emotions or achieve his own individuality or embody his personal or group aspirations in a discourse, then the
discourse tends to be expressive. The expressor or encoder here dominates
the communication process. Sometimes in such uses the decoder and the
referential components even become negligibleas with curse words uttered in private. But often such uses carry strong sub-components of infor-

mation and persuasion, as in the Declaration of Independence. Some
examples of such uses are given in the first column of the figure we have
been analyzing.

Finally, the product or text or work itself may be the focus of the
process as an object worthy of being appreciated in its own right. Such appreciation gives pleasure to the beholder. In this use of language, language
calls attention to itself, to its own structures, not as references to reality or
as expressions of personal aspirations or as instruments of persuasion, but
as structures worthy of contemplation in their own right. Of course, refer-

ence, author personality, and persuasion may and usually are involved.
But they are not rigidly relevant as primary foci. Indeed the reality may be
fictional or very distorted; the author may be hidden under dramatic projections; and the persuasions involved may be quite trivial on occasion.

This last use of language is called literature. It appears in such varied
forms as the pun, the salacious joke, the sonnet, the novel, the TV drama,
the epic, etc.
If a comparison may be drawn, it could be said that language is like a
windowpane. I may throw bricks at it to vent my feelings about something; I
may use a chunk of it to chase away an intruder; I may use it to mirror or explore reality; and I may use a stained-glass window to call attention to itself
as an object of beauty. Windows, like language, can be used expressively,
persuasively, referentially, and esthetically.
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SOME CONCLUSIONS ABOUT
AIMS OF DISCOURSE
I have not included in Figure 1 many of the other approaches to aims of dis-

course, most of which are fairly symmetrical to those given here. These
would include the several groups interested in the functions of language at
its origin (was it imitative of reality, the bow-wow theory, was it a utilitarian
rhetorical tool, the yo-he-ho theory, was it an expressive emotional theory,
the ah-ah, pooh-pooh theory, or did language begin in play and poetry, the
ding-dong theory). These theories, like the child function theories, do parallel the four functions arrived at. Some anthropologists, like Malinowski

and Doob, have examined primitive societies and isolated the functions
of language found there (they do not find a literary or play use, I might
add, though Levi-Strauss did). Nor have I mentioned the semanticists;
Hayakawa's four uses of language also parallel the model sketched here.
The uses of language, established by the Nebraska high school composition
program and drawn heavily from the ordinary language philosophers, also
closely parallel these distinctions.
The important lesson to be drawn from this almost fearful symmetry is
that no composition program can afford to neglect any of these basic aims

of discourse. There have been periods in the history of the teaching of
composition, whether in the elementary or secondary or college level,
when one or the other has been unduly prominent and others slighted or
entirely neglected. The results have usually been educationally disastrous.

In speech departments where persuasion was, for too long a time, too
prominent, two cancerous effects have often followed: first, expository or
reference discourse is assimilated into and made equivalent to persuasion
and Aristotelian rhetorical proofs are extended to all discourse; secondly,
even literature is reduced to persuasion, and some modern theories of oral
interpretation now speak of the oral interpreter's function as one of coercing the audience into a desired emotional attitude. At the elementary and
secondary school during the Deweyite progressive period, the reduction of
all language to self-expression destroyed alike any objective scientific or literary norms. At the college level, in English departments during the period
immediately preceding the present, the restriction of composition to expository writing and the reading of literary texts has had two equally dangerous
consequences. First, the neglect of expressionism, as a reaction to progressive education, has stifled self-expression in the student and partially, at

least, is a cause of the unorthodox and extreme forms of deviant selfexpression now indulged in by college students on many campuses today.
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Secondly, the neglect of persuasion has often caused persuasion to be assimilated and absorbed into literature in many cases. Expressionism has
often been similarly absorbed so that literature has become prostituted to
proNganda or the most weird forms of formless self-expression. In philosophy, with the logical positivists, interested solely in scientific statements,
the ignoring of other uses of discourse has caused all of them to be lumped
into the general category of nonsensical or meaningless. None of these situations is healthy. It is to the good of each of the aims of discourse to be studied in conjunction with the others.
The reason for this is to be seen in the various principles of classification
used in the establishing of the aims by various writers. Scientific discourse is
generally different in its logic, its level of probability, from the other aims of
discourse. In fact, each aim of discourse has its own logic,. its own kind of references, its own communication framework, its own patterns of organiza-

tion, and its own stylistic norms. Sometimes these logics and stylistic
principles even contradict each other. Overlaps certainly occur but the ultimate conflation and confusion of any of the aims of discourse with any other
is pedagogically disastrous.

The study of these distinct aims of discourses is only a continuation of
the basic liberal arts tradition. That tradition, coalesced into the trivium of
grammar, rhetoric, and logic or dialectic, simply meant the study of literature, the study of persuasion, and the study of scientific and exploratory discourse. When the English departments presided over the dissolution of the
liberal arts tradition in the early 1900's by exiling persuasion to speech departments and by exiling logic to philosophy departments, only literature
(grammar) remained and literature, as such, had never been the only basis
of the liberal arts. My plea is simply for a preservation of the liberal arts tradition with composition as the foundation stone.

NOTES
1. For the treatment of both fallacies, see W. K. Wimsatt and Monroe Beardsley, The
Verbal Icon (Lexington, Kentucky, 1965), pp. 3-18, 21-39.
2. "Criteria for Style Analysis," in Essays on the Language of Literature, eds. Seymour
Chatman and Samuel R. Levin (Boston, Massachusetts, 1967), pp. 419 ff.

3. For a historical survey of this school, see J. Craig LaDriere, "Rhetoric and 'Merely
Verbal' Art," in English Institute Essays, 1948, ed. D. A. Robertson (New York, 1949), pp.
123-153.

4. See Ernst Cassirer, An Essay on Man (New Haven, 1944), pp. 109 ff.
5. See C. W. Morris, Signs, Language and Behavior (Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey,
1946), pp. 95 ff.
6. See George A. Miller, Language and Communications (New York, 1951), p. 253.
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7. See Bertrand Russell, Human Knowledge, Its Scope and Limits (New York, 1948),
pp. 58 ff.
8. See Hans Reichenbach, Introduction to Symbolic Logic (New York, 1947), pp. 17 ff.
9. See I. A. Richards, How to Read a Page (London, 1943), p. 100; and Principles of Literary Criticism (London, 1925), p. 261.
10. See Roman Jakobson, "Linguistics and Poetics," in Essays on the Language of Literature, eds. Seymour Chatman and Samuel R. Levin (Boston, 1967), pp. 299 ff.
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An Ontological Basis
for a Modern Theory
of the Composing Process
FRANK J. D'ANGELO

In a recent article entitled "Tradition and Theory in Rhetoric," S. M. Halloran comments that, in the past, the rhetorical tradition was built on the cultural ideal of the orator, the good man skilled in speaking who embodied the
wisdom and knowledge of the culture. Because modern values are unstable

and fragmented, Halloran continues, the orator no longer embodies the
communal wisdom. Therefore, to base modern rhetorical theories on the
cultural ideal of the orator would be difficult, if not impossible. Halloran
concludes that "one cannot simply graft modern rhetorical or communication theory onto classical rhetoric. "1 Modern theorists, therefore, must base
their rhetorical theories on different ontological assumptions.
I believe that a modern theory of the composing process can be based
directly on evolutionary theory as it relates to the origins and history of consciousness. The composing process, being an aspect of consciousness, must

necessarily develop along the same general lines as consciousness itself.
What I have in mind, however, is not evolution conceived of in mechanistic
terms, but evolution understood in teleological terms. In this view, the cornposing process is analogous to universal evolutionary processes, in which an
original, amorphous, undifferentiated whole gradually evolves into a more
complex, differentiated one. Like the processes of teleological evolution, the
composing process is progress toward a goal that is directed by a conscious or

Reprinted from Quarterly Journal of Speech 64.1 (February 1978): 79-85. Used by
permission of Frank J. D'Angelo and the Speech Communication Association.
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unconscious intention or intelligence. My thesis is that the process of composing is a movement from an undifferentiated to a differentiated whole. It repeats in microcosm the history of the evolution of consciousness.2

THE COMPOSING PROCESS AND THE
EVOLUTION OF CONSCIOUSNESS
The rhetorical topics themselves can be viewed as differentiations of basic
mental processes that have evolved over thousands of years. So, also, can the
figures of speech in Greek rhetoric. Paragraphing is the process of differentiating the parts from the whole. Invention, arrangement, and style are differentiations of a single, ongoing mental process.3
From the evolutionary point of view, composition is an organic development that begins with a kind of intuitive grasp of the end to be achieved and
that concludes when that end is brought to fruition. The problem of composing is the problem of how an intention or purpose that is already partially
realized in the mind gets what it needs to complete itself.4
It is not enough that in the process of composing the writer see the subject whole. One may know in general the end one wants to achieve without
knowing all the details. The gestalt has to be brought to fulfillment, slowly,
bit by bit, by linear methods. Thus the process of composing begins with a
general idea, but the main process consists in filling in the details. Once the
mind intuitively grasps the initial gestalt, then the rational mental processes
can take over and the process of composition can be brought to completion
in a logical, analytical manner.
Invention always seems to take place within a system. Some kind of structure always underlies the process. To invent is to extend a system which is already present in the mind.
There is purpose in the mind itself. The mind takes an active part in the

composing process, supplying at one and the same time the ends and the
means. Thus, a kind of necessity inheres in the process of invention. The
mind, when faced with a problem, attempts to incorporate this problem
within an existing structure. The mind of necessity must then invent because it is constantly active, always in process; it seeks to understand and to
incorporate into its knowledge structure whatever is placed before it.

In the composing process, it seems that both conscious and subconscious processes take part. The subconscious mind provides the design, and
the conscious mind provides its development. (A reverse process is also possible.) Actually, this is probably a simplification since there is a constant in-
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terplay between these two modes of consciousness. Since the subconscious
part of the mind is not always accessible for invention, the writer must aid
the subconscious as much as possible by a deliberate and conscious effort,
by defining the problem, by filling in the details, by carefully working out

the designin brief, by preparing the mind so that the subconscious can
take over.

STAGES OF EVOLUTION AND THE
DEVELOPMENT OF CONSCIOUSNESS
I have said that the composing process is analogous to universal evolutionary
processes, in which an original, amorphous, undifferentiated whole gradually evolves into a more complex, differentiated whole. The idea that evolution is taking us toward increasing complexity, differentiation, and unity has
been admirably set forth by Pierre Teilhard de Chardin, who notes that historically the universe is becoming more and more concentrated into orga-

nized forms. In the beginning, the stuff of the universe was "virtually
homogeneous," but with the passage of time, it segments, complicates, and
differentiates itself into hierarchical units:
.

the ramifications of evolution reappear and go on close to us in a thou-

sand social phenomena which we should never have imagined to be so
closely linked with biology; in the formation and dissemination of languages, in the development and specialisation of new industries, in the formulation and propagation of philosophic and religious doctrines. In each
of these groups of human activity a superficial glance would only detect a
weak and haphazard answer to the procedure of life. It would accept with-

out questioning the strange fact of parallelismor it would account for it
in terms of some abstract necessity.5

This differentiation is not merely fragmentation, though fragmentation
there is, for the results of this differentiation are eventually being incorporated into a highly unified and organized pattern.
Differentiation manifests itself everywhereon an inorganic level, on a
biological level, and on a cultural level. Differentiation, together with its resulting and increasing complexity, is leading "to the evolution of progressively more conscious mind." As life advances, it transforms itself in depth,
moving toward higher and higher levels of consciousness. It is gaining the
"psychic zones of the world." As a result, humanity is achieving a more corn121
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plex mental activity to guide it along "the path of progress" to higher levels
of consciousness.°
Teilhard believes that humanity is approaching a critical level of social
organization. Evolution has reached a point where it is becoming conscious
of itself, and in order to see where evolution is taking us, we must envision
humankind as a single organism, growing, changing, and developing in a
single direction. As a result of education, research, and the mass media, the
human race has developed a collective memory and a generalized nervous
system which is resulting in the super-organization of matter. Not only the
individual, but the race as a whole is becoming "totally reflexive upon itself."
Consequently, not only are we seeing a general heightening of consciousness in the individual, but also in the world:7
What we see taking place in the world today is not merely the multiplication of men but the continued shaping of Man. Man
is not yet zoologically mature. Psychologically he has not spoken his last word. In one form
or another something ultrahuman is being born which, through the direct
or indirect effect of socialisation, cannot fail to make its appearance in the
near future: a future that is not simply the unfolding of Time, but which is
being constructed in advance of us.8
.

.

.

In his study of the origins and history of consciousness, Erich Neumann
contends that the development of consciousness in the individual can he regarded as a repetition of the racial history of consciousness, that is, ontogeny
repeats phylogeny. According to Neumann, "The individualized conscious
man of our era is a late man, whose structure is built on early, pre-individual
human stages from which individual consciousness has only detached itself
step by step."9 We can trace the stages in the evolution of consciousness,
states Neumann, in mythological types, for ego consciousness in its evolution passes through a series of images or archetypes which are projections of
the psyche and therefore must necessarily reveal themselves in dreams, fantasies, and myths. These images or archetypes are.structural elements of the
mind. To trace the stadial progression of archetypes in myths, therefore, is to

trace the psychological stages in the development of the individual consciousness and the history of consciousness.10
To trace the mythological stages in the evolution of consciousness is not
my main purpose, except insofar as it illuminates the study of the psychologi-

cal stages in the development of consciousness. The three main stages of
archetypal development are the creation myth, the hero myth, and the transformation myth. The creation myth symbolizes original unity, that stage of
consciousness in which the ego is still submerged in the unconscious. The
122
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hero myth symbolizes separation from this original unity (the birth of the
hero) and the growth of consciousness. The transformation myth symbolizes
increasing differentiation of consciousness; it is the stage of the reflecting,
self-conscious ego, the return to original unity in which the whole and its
parts are synthesized into a unified system."
What do these myths signify in terms of the ontogenetic and phylogenetic development of consciousness? We can imagine a time in prehistory
when the person was not yet separated from nature, when the individual was
a part of the group, the ego a part of the unconscious. All were parts of an
undifferentiated whole. Just as the individual had, gradually, to escape the
domination of the group, so also the ego had to emerge slowly from the sway
of the unconscious. At this stage, states Neumann, consciousness was "still
in abeyance, being not yet developed or only partially developed." This early
stage in the development of consciousness corresponds to the dream state in
which the individual consciousness breaks clown easily and dissolves itself

into images and symbols. This stage also corresponds to the state of consciousness of primitives, who are easily tired by any kind of self-conscious activity. Even in the modern individual the margin of conscious awareness is
somewhat limited. Consciousness in prehistory, then, is characterized by
non-differentiation and indeterminateness.I2 But slowly, over the course of

thousands and thousands of years, the human mind becomes increasingly
more complex and differentiated, and this differentiation is built into the
structure of the brain. As the ego begins to gain its independence from the
unconscious, it separates from it, yet still remains partially dependent on it.
This splitting off of the ego from its origins in the unconscious leads to a
kind of fragmentation in which the ego tries to become autonomous. As
long as the ego attempts to cut off all of its ties with the unconscious, it is in
danger of becoming sterile, emptied of all content. Like the hero in mythology, it must occasionally make a "descent" into the depths of the unconscious to recover its emotional components and images if it is to remain
emotionally stable and creative.I 3

Neumann believes that Western civilization is in danger of upsetting
the compensating balance of the unconscious forces of the psyche with the
conscious forces. He claims that the human race is becoming increasingly
more egocentric and that this egocentricity is responsible for the restlessness and meaninglessness of modern life. Not only are our traditional systems of values disintegrating, but also the very meaning of existence is
being questioned.14
This increasing complexity and differentiation of consciousness is not
necessarily bad in itself, argues Neumann. In fact. it is a necessary result of
the process of evolution: "The development that has brought about the divi123
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sion of the two systems is in accord with a necessary process of psychic differentiation, but, like all differentiation, it runs the risk of becoming overdiffer-

entiated and perverse."I5 Creative processes, then, must not exclude the
unconscious. Although the ego is the directive force in the creative process,
it must somehow assimilate aspects of the unconscious if it is to function
properly. In so doing, it will be able to synthesize the differentiated parts previously broken down by the analytical mind into a new whole, into a new
unity of the conscious and unconscious elements.

STAGES OF EVOLUTION AND THE
ORGANIZATION OF KNOWLEDGE
In almost every field, the idea that evolution is moving from an undifferentiated to a differentiated whole manifests itself. For example, according to the
Russian psychologist L. S. Vygotsky, in the acquisition of language the child

begins with an undifferentiated whole. Vygotsky asserts that in terms of
meaning, "the first word of the child is a whole sentence. Semantically, the
child starts from the whole, from a meaningful complex, and only later begins to master the separate semantic units, the meanings of words, and to di-

vide his formerly undifferentiated thought into those units."I6 Vygotsky
continues: "A child's thought, precisely because it is horn as a dim amorphous whole, must find expression in a single word. As his thought becomes
more differentiated, the child is less apt to express it in single words but constructs a composite whole."17
The development of concept formation in the child seems to follow the
same evolutionary stages as those enumerated by Neumann and Teilhard.

In his study of Thought and Language, Vygotsky enumerates three basic
stages of concept formation. The first stage is the placing of objects into unorganized heaps or congeries (that is, into undifferentiated wholes). In the
first stage, in trying to solve a problem, the child brings together the most
diffuse, seemingly unrelated objects into a highly unstable mental image.
The concept, or rather perception, is vague and indefinite. The second
stage consists of thinking in complexes. In this stage, the child no longer
groups things together on the basis of subjective impressions alone, but
brings them together by noting connections that actually exist between and
among them. The final stage is that of abstracting, the process of isolating el-

ements from a concrete experience and viewing them apart. At this time,
the child is not only able to abstract and to analyze, but also to synthesize
these abstracted elements into a coherent whole.I8
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A study of the history of the paragraph reveals that the paragraph as a differentiated unit is a relatively recent development. Edwin Lewis states that
there has long been a unit of discourse in English prose larger than the sentence, but this unit was not really differentiated as our modern paragraph is:
"In other words English writers have thought roughly in long stages before
they have analyzed such stages into smaller steps. "19 Lewis then discusses the
chief influences leading to the development of the modern paragraph: the
scribal tradition which considers the paragraph as a unit of thought, the Latin
tradition which regards the paragraph as a unit of emphasis, and the oral tradition which breaks up long stretches of discourse into easily understood
smaller units for an uncultivated audience. In the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries, the tendency of writers was to reduce the length of the paragraph
to a succession of smaller units of a more or less constant length.2°
Supporting Lewis' point of view, Virginia Burke observes that "the paragraph was not sharply defined in the minds of many English prosaists, for it
was often not distinguished from larger units (chapter and section) or from

smaller units (sentences). Some writers frequently produced short paragraphs of fewer than three sentences. . . . Some writers. . . produced a high
number of single sentence paragraphs, in which the single sentences were
usually inordinately long. This practice seems to indicate that these writers
frequently regarded sentences and paragraphs as identical or, more precisely, equivalent. "21 Burke concludes that "if the paragraph, as we know it,

is possible only when internal arrangement is possible, and if internal
arrangement is possible only when there are several sentences to organize,
then the paragraph is a recent phenomenon."22
The foregoing examples suffice to demonstrate the extent to which
scholars working in isolation in completely different fields have come to the
realization of the importance of the stages of evolutionary development as a
way of understanding and organizing knowledge. Yet, despite the significance of these ideas in other fields, little attempt has been made to apply
them to the study of rhetoric.23 I have already suggested that the composing
process repeats in microcosm the history of the evolution of consciousness,
in the mind's movement from an undifferentiated whole to a differentiated
whole. Once the underlying pattern is grasped, almost anything can be assimilated to the overall design. Thus Alfred North Whitehead's three stages
of educationthe stage of romance, the stage of precision, and the stage of
generalizationfit the pattern. So also do Piaget's psychological stages in
the mental development of the child. For example, the first stage, the stage
of egocentricity, is characterized by a high degree of subjectivity and little
self-consciousness on the part of the child, who is hardly able to distinguish
125
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between the subjective and objective aspects of the world. The second stage
is characterized by increasing differentiation of the subjective and objective.
The third stage, the stage of abstract formal operations, is characterized by
the child's ability to discern causal connections and general principles, and
to relate the differentiated parts to the whole.

CONSIDERATION OF POSSIBLE OBJECTIONS
Let me at this point take up one or two possible objections. The first is that a
part of my evidence seems to rest on outworn psychological knowledge. Because our knowledge of the structure and functions of the human brain has increased, have not the ideas of psychoanalysts such as Jung or Freud grown
increasingly irrelevant? On the contrary, studies in psychoneurology suggest
increasing specialization and differentiation in the two hemispheres of the
cerebral cortex of the brain and that the psychoanalytical concepts of the
ego and the id, the conscious and the subconscious, the rational and the intuitive, and the masculine and the feminine can easily be accommodated to
the functions of the two hemispheres.24
A much more important objection, however, may be: But doesn't the
idea that the composing process must necessarily follow certain lines of development smack of a kind of evolutionary determinism? After all, rhetoric has
traditionally been concerned with free choice. The answer to this objection is
that, as both Neumann and Teilhard point out, the evolutionary process that
leads to greater complexity and differentiation can take a negative path. It
can lead to egocentricity, fragmentation, and alienation. So free choice is
still possible. That is why the task of rhetoric in the coming years is so important. Evolution has reached a point where it is partially self-controlled. According to Teilhard, it is up to us to further the progress of what he calls
hominisation, that is, human beings rising from their animal natures toward
higher things. This progress will take a very long time and will undoubtedly
suffer setbacks along the way. Nevertheless, the ultimate goal is nothing less
than universal convergence.
The function of rhetoric, therefore, is to guide individuals who are distinct and separate toward greater unity and identification of purpose and. action. Of all the arts and sciences, rhetoric seems to be the discipline best
able to induce cooperation among humankind. As Teilhard puts it: "Forced
against one another by the increase in their numbers and the multiplication
of their interrelationscompressed together by the activation of a common
force and the awareness of a common distressthe men of the future will
form, in some way, but one single consciousness."25
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I realize, of course, that I have not necessarily shown a precise analogous relationship between the composing process and the evolution of consciousness. Yet the similarities between the two processes are so striking that
we must either "accept without questioning the strange fact of parallelism"
or "account verbally for it in terms of some abstract necessi ty."26
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Spectator Role
and the Beginnings of Writing
JAMES BRITTON

Only by understanding the entire history of sign development in the child
and the place of writing in it can we approach a correct solution of the psychology of writing.

L. S. Vygotsky, 1978, p. 106

IN SEARCH OF A THEORY
Literary and Nonliterary Discourse
Works of literature constitute a form of discourse: We have theories of
GENRE to distinguish among works of literature, but no satisfactory theory to
account for what is common to all such works and in what general ways

they differ from nonliterary discourse. The 1958 interdisciplinary symposium on "Style in Language" at Indiana University attempted to make
such a distinction, but the only consensus that seemed to emerge was the
low-level generalization that literary discourse is "noncasual discourse."
Moreover, in summing up that symposium, George Miller remarked, "I
gradually learned to understand a little of what the linguist has on his mind
when he begins to talk; his verbal behavior during these past days has not
puzzled me quite the way it once would have. But the critics have some
mystic entity called a 'poem' or 'literature,' whose existence I must take on
faith and whose defining properties still confuse me. (The fact that they
Reprinted from What Writers Know: The Language, Process, and Structure of Written
Discourse. Ed. Martin Nystrand: New York: Academic, 1982. 149-69. Copyright @ 1982 by
Academic Press, Inc. All rights reserved.
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cannot agree amongst themselves on what a poem is adds to the mystery.)
[Sebeok; 1960, p. 3871."
Since a great deal of (mostly unpublished) writing by nonprofessionals,
by children in school and students in college, takes on forms that are clearly
related to literary forms, it seems appropriate that any study of the psychology of writing should attempt to deal with this problem; and that the theory
adumbrated should seek both to relate the artlike writings to literary works of
art, and to distinguish between them.
One of the most important contributors to the Indiana symposium was
Roman Jakobson who put forward his model of the 'constitutive factors' in a
speech situation:

Context
Addressor

Message

Contact
Code

Addressee

and the functions assignable to an utterance or part utterance in accordance
with the factor on which it focuses:

Emotive (or
Expressive)

Referential
Poetic
Conative
Phatic
Metal ingual

He made it clear that a verbal message was very unlikely to be fulfilling one
function only, but that in taking account of the various functions liable to be
copresent we might expect to find them hierarchically ordered, one function being dominant. "The verbal structure," he added, "depends primarily
on the dominant function [ Sebeok, 1960, p. 3531."
I want to accept as starting point his view that the poetic function (in the
broad sense of 'poetic,' equivalent to the verbal arts) may be defined as a
"focus on the message for its own sake," and to agree in principle that the poetic function may be either dominant or merely accessory. But Jakobson
goes on to say:
Any attempt to reduce the sphere of poetic function to poetry or to confine
poetry to poetic function would be a delusive oversimplification. Poetic
function is not the sole function of verbal art but only its dominant, determining function, whereas in all other verbal activities it acts as a subsidiary,
accessory constituent [Sebeok, 1960, p. 356].
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Any linguistic choice made on the sole grounds that "it sounds better that
way" would seem to exemplify Jakobson's conception of the poetic function in an accessory role. Yet it seems to me that the urgent necessity is to
characterize the structure and status of verbal messages in which the poetic
function is dominant, that is, to find ways of distinguishing poetic from

nonpoetic discourse. Jakobson's model itself might even suggest a dichotomy of this kind, a dominant focus on the message itself for its own
sake being in contrast with a message dominantly focused on something beyond or outside itself.
Susanne Langer (1953) recognizes such a dichotomy when she comments on the switch required when readers or listeners turn their attention
from nonliterary to literary discourse. An "illusion of life," she says,
is the primary illusion of all poetic art. It is at least tentatively established
by the very first sentence, which has to switch the reader's or hearer's attitude from conversational interest to literary interest. i.e., from actuality to
fiction. We make this shift with great ease, and much more often than we
realize, even in the midst of conversation; one has only to say "You.know
about the two Scotchmen, who ..." to make everybody in earshot suspend
the actual conversation and attend to "the" two Scots and "their" absurdities. Jokes are a special literary form to which people will attend on the
spur of the moment [1953 p. 213].

And, speaking of Blake's poem Tyger, she comments, "The vision of such a
tiger is a virtual experience, built up from the first line of the poem to the
last. But nothing can be built up unless the very first words of the poem EFFECT THE BREAK WITH THE READER'S ACTUAL ENVIRONMENT [p. 214, em-

phasis added]."

In The Reader, the Text, the Poem, Louise Rosenblatt (1978) makes a
broad distinction between two types of reading process, efferent and aesthetic. In efferent reading the reader's concern is with what he takes away
from the reading (hence "efferent" from effero [I carry away]). In aesthetic
reading, in contrast, "the reader's primary concern is with what happens during the actual reading event. . . . The reader's attention is centered directly
on what he is living through during his relationship with that particular text
[1978, pp. 24-25]." She is careful to point out that this is no hard and fast division but rather a continuum between two poles. Thus, "given the assumption that the text offers a potentially meaningful set of linguistic symbols, the
reader is faced with the adoption of either a predominantly efferent or a predominantly aesthetic stance [1978, p. 78]." We shall return to this matter of
the relation between a reader's and a writer's options.
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Support for a general distinction between literary and nonliterary discourse comes also from a linguist's work in stylistics. Widdowson (1975)
claims that what is crucial to the character of literature is that "the language
of a literary work should be fashioned into patterns over and above those required by the actual language system [1975, p. 47]." I shall return to consider this claim in a later section.

Spectator and Participant Roles
As we have noted, many of the features we find in poetic discourse (the language of literature) we find also widely distributed in many other forms of
discourse. A mere study of the distribution of such features will not, I believe, add up to an adequate description of the verbal structure of a message
in which the poetic function is dominant. We have no difficulty in practice
in recognizing the difference between a novel with a political purpose and a
piece of political rhetoric or persuasive discourse. What are the factors that
shape the literary work as a whole?
The theory I want to pursue is one that I first put forward many years ago
(Britton, 1963), in what seems to me now a crude form. My purpose then

was to find common ground between much of the writing children do in
school and the literature they read. I was concerned that, unlike the arts of
painting and music, literatures as far as schools and universities were concerned, was not something that students do, but always something that other
people HAVE DONE. To bridge this gap, I looked for what seemed to be the

informal spoken counterparts of written literaturenot the anecdote as
such, I decided (Langer's tale of the two Scotsmen) but the kind of gossip
about events that most of us take part in daily. To quote from that account,
"The distinction that matters .
is not whether the events recounted are
true or fictional, but whether we recount them (Or listen to them) as spectators or participants: and whenever we play the role of spectator of human affairs I suggest we are in the position of literature [Britton, 1963, p. 37]." The
.

.

roles of spectator and participant were differentiated in this way:
When we talk about our own affairs, clearly we can do so either as participant or as spectator. If I describe what has happened to me in order to get
my hearer to do something for me, or even to change his opinion about

me, then I remain a participant in my own affairs and invite him to become one. If, on the other hand, I merely want to interest him, so that he
savours with me the joys and sorrows and surprises of my past experiences
and appreciates with me the intricate patterns of events, then not only do I
invite him to be a spectator, but I am myself a spectator of my own experience. . . I don't think it is far-fetched to think of myself talking not about
.
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my own past, but about my future, and, again, doing so in either of the two
roles. As participant I should be planning, and asking my listener to participate by helping or advising or just 'giving me the necessary permission'. As
spectator I should be day-dreaming, and inviting my listener to share in
that kind of pleasure [Britton, 1963, p. 39].

To complete the account, I then made reference to taking up the role of
spectator of imagined experiences in fantasy or fiction.

Three years later I prepared an advance paper for discussion at the
Anglo-American Seminar at Dartmouth, a paper on "Response to Literature" (Britton, 1968), and as a brief postscript to that document, I referred to
the "unorthodox view of literature" that characterized it as a written form of
language in the role of spectator and so related it to the spoken form, gossip
about events. The paper was discussed by a study group under the chairman-

ship of the British psychologist, D. W. Harding. It was not until the first
meeting of the study group was over that he asked me whether I knew his
own papers putting forward a similar view; and that evening, in Dartmouth
College Library, I read for the first time "The Role of the Onlooker" (Harding, 1937) and "Psychological Processes in the Reading of Fiction" (Harding, 1962). There I found a fully and carefully argued case for distinguishing
the role of an onlooker from that of a participant in events and for.relating
gossip to literature as activities in the former role.

The final report of that study group was prepared by Harding and included this comment:
Though central attention should be given to literature in the ordinary
sense, it is impossible to separate response to literature sharply from response to other stories, films, or television plays, or from children's own
personal writing or spoken narrative. In all of these the student contemplates represented events in the role of a spectator, not for the sake of active
intervention. But since his response includes in some degree accepting or
rejecting the values and emotional attitudes which the narration implicitly
offers, it will influence, perhaps greatly influence; his future appraisals of
behavior and feeling [Harding, 1968, p. 11].

D. W. Harding
In the two articles I have referred to, Harding explored the relationship between three processes that seemed to him to have much in common: (a)
watching events without taking part in them; (b) exchanging gossip informal recounting or description of events; and (c) reading (or writing) fiction.
An understanding of the first of these, that of being literally in the role of
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spectator, is essential to an understanding of his view of the other two. An
onlooker, he says, (a) ATTENDS (and this will range from "a passing glance"
to a "fascinated absorption") and (b) EVALUATES (within a range from "an at-

titude of faint liking or disliking, hardly above indifference" to one of
"strong, perhaps intensely emotional" response). What we attend to, he suggests, reflects our interests (if we take interest to mean "an enduring disposition to respond, in whatever way, to some class of objects or events"); how
we evaluate reflects our sentiments, if we take a sentiment to be "an enduring disposition to evaluate some object or class of objects in a particular way
[Harding, 1972, p. 134]."
A major aspect of a spectator's response to the events he witnesses will
be a concern for the people involved and an interest in the way they react,
but there is likely to be present also an interest in and evaluation of the pat-

tern events take, with a sense that what is happening here might one day
happen to him. Both aspects are, in a broad sense, learning experiences: As
spectators we not only reflect our interests and sentiments but also modify
and extend them. "In ways of this kind," Harding writes,
the events at which we are "mere onlookers" come to have, cumulatively, a
deep and extensive influence on our systems of value. They may in certain
ways be even more formative than events in which we take part. Detached
and distanced evaluation is sometimes sharper for avoiding the blurrings
and bufferings that participant action brings, and the spectator often sees
the event in a broader context than the participant can tolerate. To obliterate the effects on a man of the occasions on which he was only an onlooker
would be profoundly to change his outlook and values [1962, p. 136].

To be one of a number of spectators is to take part in a mutual challenging and sanctioning of each other's evaluations. "Everything we look on at is
tacitly and unintentionally treated as an object lesson by our fellow specta-

tors; speech and gesture, smiles, nudges, clicks, tuts and glances are constantly at work to sanction or correct the feelings we have as spectators
[Harding, 1937, p. 253]."
This aspect of a spectator's experience is sharply emphasized when we

turn to the second of the three processes I have listed, that of deliberately
taking up the role of spectator of represented or recounted experiences, as
for example when we go home in the evening and chat about the day's
events. We HAVE BEEN participants but are so no longer; taking up the role
of spectator, we invite our listener to do the same. Harding goes so far as to
imply that this familiar habit is something we indulge in for the purpose of
testing out our modes of evaluating; having, in fact, our value systems sane-

145

134

Spectator Role and the Beginnings of Writing

tioned or modified by others whose values, in general, we reckon to share.
We do not recount everything that happens to us: What we select constitutes
a first level of evaluation. But it is as we recount the events in a manner designed to arouse in our listeners attitudes towards them that chime with our
own that we more specifically invite corroboration of our ways of evaluating.
On this basis, I think it is no distortion of Harding's account to suggest that as
participants we APPLY our value systems, but as spectators we GENERATE
AND REFINE the system itself. In applying our value systems we shall inevitably be constrained by self-interest, by concern for the outcome of the
event we'are participating in; as spectators we are freed of that constraint.
Harding goes on to suggest that what takes place informally in chat about
events is in essence similar to what is achieved by a work of fiction or drama.
"True or fictional, all these forms of narrative invite us to be onlookers joining in the evaluation of some possibility of experience [1962, p. 138]."

The London Writing Research Project
At the time of the Dartmouth Seminar my colleagues and I at the University
of London Institute of Education were beginning to plan the Schools Council Project on the written language of 11- to 18-year-olds. Our first and major
task was to devise modes of analysis of children's writings by means of which
the development of writing abilities might be documented. We envisaged a
multidimensional analysis and worked on what seemed to us two of the essential dimensions. The first resulted in a set of categories we called "sense
of audience" (Who is the writing for?) and the second in a set of function
categories (What is the writing for?). These are fully described in The Development of Writing Abilities, 11-18 (Britton, Burgess, Martin, McLeod, &

Rosen, 1975) and for my present purpose I need only indicate how the
spectator-participant distinction was taken up and developed as the basis of
the function category set.
To relate gossip to literature is not only to show a similarity in that they
are both utterances in the spectator role, but also to indicate a difference.
The formal and informal ends of the spectrum have very different potentials. One of the important ways in which we frame an evaluation and communicate it is by giving a particular shape to the events in narrating them; at
the formal end of the scale all the resources of literary art, all the linguistic
and conceptual forms that a literary artist molds into a unity, are at the service of that shaping and sharing.

Clearly, an account given of an experience in a letter to an intimate
friend might also be placed at the informal end of the scale, in contrast
135
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perhaps to the same event narrated by the same writer as part of a short story
or a published autobiography. (Dr. Johnson wrote a letter from the Hebrides
to a friend in which he said, "When we were taken upstairs, a dirty fellow
bounced out of the bed on which one of us was to lie"; this appears in his

Journal as "Out of one of the couches on which we were to repose there
started up at our entrance a man black as a Cyclops from the forge" more
of a parody of the point I am making than an illustration, I think!)
The informality of a chat or a personal letter is certainly in part a reflec-

tion of a relaxed relationship between the communicating partiescloseness rather than distance, warmth rather than coldness. Perhaps influenced

also by Moffett's model of kinds of discourse in which he sees the Iyou
rhetorical relationship and the hit referential relationship as intimately
connected (Moffett, 1968, p. 33), we came to identify the informal end of
this continuum with expressive language as Sapir (1961, p. 10) has defined
it; further, to see that the "unshaped," loosely structured end of the spectator

role continuum merged into the informal pole of language in the role of
participant. This gave us three major categories of function: transactional,
expressive, and poetic. Transactional is the form of discourse that most fully
meets the demands of a participant in events (using language to get things
done, to carry out a verbal transaction). Expressive is the form of discourse
in which the distinction between participant and spectator is a shadowy one.
And poetic discourse is the form that most fully meets the demands associ-

ated with the role of spectatordemands that are met, we suggested, by
MAKING something with language rather than doing something with it.

Though our principal source for the term "expressive" was Edward
Sapir, we found it was one widely used by other linguists. Jakobson labeled
the function arising from a focus on the addressor either "emotive" or "expressive" and saw it as offering "a direct expression of the speakers attitude
towards what he is speaking about [ Sebeok, 1960, p. 354]"; a point that Dell
Hymes later glossed: "A sender cannot help but express attitudes towards

each of the other factors in a speech event, his audience, the style of the
message, the code he is using, the channel he is using, his topic, the scene
of the communication [1908, p. 106]." Labov (1966, p. 13) characterizes the
expressive function as "the role of language as self-identification," and it is
this aspect that Gusdorf elaborates: "The relation to others is only meaningful insofar as it reveals that personal identity within the person who is himself speaking. To communicate, man expresses himself, i.e. he actualizes
himself, he creates from his own substance [1965, p. 69]." Thus the expressive function in our model is not simply the informal end of two scales, the

neutral point between participant and spectator role language, but has its
own positive function to performa function that profits from the indeter-
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minacy between carrying out a verbal transaction and constructing a verbal
object to be shared. The positive function of expressive speech is, in simple
terms, to make the most of being with somebody, that is, to enjoy their company, to make their presence fruitfula process that can profit from exploring with them both the inner and outer aspects of experience.
But in expressive writing the presence, the "togetherness" is simulated:
The writer invokes the presence of the reader as he writes; the reader invokes the presence of the writer as he reads. Thus a working definition of expressive writing would be "writing that assumes an interest in the writer as
well as in what he has to say about the world." We might add that it would be
foolish to underestimate the importance of expressive speech or writing as
means of influencing people and events. Advertisers and propagandists are
only too ready to exploit its effectiveness.
Our description of expressive writing thus distinguished it from a verbal

transaction on the one hand and a verbal object on the other. The verbal
transaction and the verbal object are communicative rather than expressive,
being in both cases language in the public domain; yet they communicate in
very different ways. Expressive and referential strands, as Sapir explains, intermingle in all discourse, but the degree to which the former predominates
is criterial in distinguishing expressive from transactional discourse. The

change from expression to communication on the poetic side is brought
about by an increasing degree of organizationorganization into a single
complex verbal symbol.

H. G. Widdowson
It is this last distinction that is illuminated by the work in stylistics of Widdowson (1975). He cites from literature examples of nongrammatical ex-

pressions that are nevertheless interpretable, finds such expressions in
nonliterary texts, but concludes that they occur randomly in nonliterary
writing, "whereas in literature they figure as part of a pattern which characterizes the literary work as a separate and self-contained whole [p. 36]." Interpretation of these expressions that violate the grammatical code relies on
viewing them in the light of the context; and he goes on to show that this is
also true of most metaphorical expressions (which again occur randomly in
ordinary discourse but as part of a total pattern in a work of literature). Context, however, in ordinary language will include aspects of the social situation in which the utterance takes place and remarks that haVe gone before;
whereas in literature context consists of the verbal fabric alone. Widdowson
identifies patterns of three kinds to be found in literary works: phonological
(metre and verse form are obvious examples), syntactical (parallel struc137
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tures, for example, can invest an item with meaning which is, so to speak, by
halo effect from other items in the series), and patterns formed by semantic
links between individual lexical items. "At the heart of literary discourse," he
concludes, "is the struggle to devise patterns of language which will bestow.
upon the linguistic items concerned just those values which convey the individual writer's personal vision [1975, p. 42]."
He goes on to suggest that the effect of the patterning over and above the
patterns of the language code is "to create acts of communication which are
self-contained units, independent of a social context and expressive of a reality other than that which is sanctioned by convention. In other words, I want
to suggest that although literature need not be deviant as text it must of its
nature be deviant as discourse [1975, p. 47]." This he achieves principally by
pointing out that normal discourse features a sender of a message who is at
the same time the addressor, and a receiver of a message who is also the addressee, whereas in literary discourse the author, as sender, is distinguished
from the addressor, and the reader, as receiver, from the addressee. Striking
examples of this disjunction illustrate his point ("I am the enemy you killed,
my friend" from Owen; "With how sad steps, 0 moon" from Sidney), but he
goes on to indicate that this modified relationship holds in general for works
of literature. An addressor thus fuses meanings associated with a grammatical first person with those associated with a third, an addressee those of the
second and third persons. This account of a systematic modification of the
grammatical code he completes by showing how third person and first person are fused when in fiction a narrator describes the experiences of a third
person sometimes in terms of what might have been observed, sometimes in

terms of inner events that only the experiencer could know. On these
grounds he concludes: "It would appear then that in literary discourse we do
not have a sender addressing a message directly to a receiver, as is normally
the case. Instead we have a communication situation within a communication situation and a message whose meaning is self-contained and not dependent on who sends it and who receives it [p. 50]."
In defending this view against likely objections, he makes two interesting points that are relevant to my theme. In many literary works, particularly
perhaps in lyric poems, it is evident that the "I" of the work is the writer himself. In arguing that "it is not the writer as message sender, the craftsman, the
`maker' that the T refers to but to the inner self that the writer is objectifying, and the very act of objectifying involves detaching this self and observing it as if it were a third person entity [1975, p. 53]," Widdowson sketches
out, somewhat loosely, three forms of discourse in terms of the role of the
"I ": (a) In diaries and personal letters there is no distinction between sender
and addressor: The writer may reveal his inner thoughts and feelings, and in
138
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doing so he takes responsibilityhis readers may assume that he is "telling
the truth." (b) In all other forms of nonliterary language, the writer, as
sender and addressor, adopts a recognized social role and what he says and
how he says it are determined by that role: "he is not at liberty to express his
own individual sentiments at will. . . . [H]is addressee will be concerned
with what he has to say in his role and not with his private and individual
thoughts [p. 52]."; (c) literary discourse, where the sender and addressor are
disjoined, is concerned with the private thoughts and feelings of the writer,
but in "bringing them out of hiding" he objectifies them and may explore
them through the creation of personae, so that "we cannot assume that
when a literary writer uses the first person he is describing his own experiences or making a confession." The literary writer, in fact, aware of the convention that distinguishes sender from addressor, is "relieved from any social
responsibility for what he says in the first person [p. 53]." (Love letters, he
notes, count as evidence in a court of law, love poems don't!)
This analysis provides an interesting gloss on the three major function
categories in our model: expressive, transactional, and poetic.

The second objection Widdowson anticipates relates to the familiar
problem of "the novel with a message." Our claim that a literary work was a

verbal object and not a verbal transaction was objected to on just these
grounds, and we argued in reply that a poetic work achieved its effect indirectly, via the poetic construct taken as a whole. Widdowson's claim that a
literary work is a self-contained unit independent of a social context risks the
same kind of objection: His answer is
that it may indeed be the purpose of a writer to stir the social conscience
but he does not do so by addressing himself directly to those whose consciences he wishes to stir. He expresses a certain reality, a personal vision,
and the reader, as an observer of this reality, might then feel constrained to
act in a certain way. But he is not directed to act by the writer (1975, p. 53).

Widdowson then develops a point that will be familiar to readers of
Jakobson (1971, e.g., p. 704); he explores the way paradigmatic relationships
invade the area of syntagmatic relationships in poetic discourse, and illustrates this at the level of phonemes and the grammatical level of words and
phrases. Phonological distinctions that by the normal language code exist as

a range from which selection is made (the story for example is about a cat
and not about a hat, a bat or a mat) invade the syntagmatic relationship, the

process of combination in a literary work, as for example when a poet
chooses "bright" in preference to "shining" because that word fits into the
sound pattern, including perhaps both rhythm and rhyme, of his poem.
1 39
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More germane to his principal argument is Widdowson's example of a series
of verbal groups any one of which might have served to complete a sentence
in a T. S. Eliot poem. Widdowson then shows how Eliot in fact does not SE
LECT, but COMBINES: "Words strain, Crack and sometimes break . ." etc.
This strategy, Widdowson notes, reflects the writer's struggle to resolve ambi.

guities and allows him to invite the reader to take part in that process. By
such means works of literature communicate "an individual awareness of a
reality other than that which is given general social sanction but nevertheless related to it [1971, p. 70]."

Contextualization
One of the important ways in which we may characterize the difference between transactional and poetic discourse is by reference to the way a reader
grasps the message. If what a writer does when he draws from all he knows
and selectively sets down what he wants to communicate is described as 'decontextualization', then the complementary process on the part of a reader
is to 'contextualize', interpreting the writer's meaning by building it into his
existing knowledge and experience. We have suggested (Britton et al., 1975,
pp. 85-86) that in reading a piece of transactional discourse we contextualize the material in piecemeal fashion; passing over what is familiar, rejecting what is incomprehensible to us or perceived as inconsistent with our
own thinking, accepting in piecemeal fashion what seems to us interesting,

building our own connections between these fragments and our existing
knowledge (which is open to modification, of course, in the process). With
poetic discourse, on the other hand (and much of what Widdowson has said
will support this difference), we apply our own knowledge and experience to
the reconstruction of the writer's verbal object, and until we have done this,
until we have the sense of a completed whole, a single unique symbol, we
are in no position to reexamine our own thoughts and feelings in the light of
the author's work. This we have called global contextualization. I think our
response to a novel with a message may sometimes be a deliberate reexamination of the kind this suggests, but I have come to believe that in most cases
global contextualization is a process that goes on over time and one we may
not even be conscious of. We are constantly learning from our own firsthand experiences and mostly, because of the wide-ranging and diffuse nature of the process, without being aware that we are doing so. I am inclined
to think that our response to a work of literature is like that.
We do of course contextualize in piecemeal fashion while reading works
of literature: We pick up clues as to what life is like in places we have never
visited, what it was like at times before we were born. But this is quite sub140

151'

Spectator Role and the Beginnings of Writing

sidiary, for most of us, to the main effects of literature; and it has its risks,
since the verbal object, as Widdowson shows, deals with a reality "other than
that which is given social sanction." There may be pygmies in the Australian
rain forests the novelist describes, but that is no guarantee that they exist in
fact. Nevertheless, for historians or sociologists, say, to study literature for the
information they can glean is of course a legitimate option; they will be employing a process of piecemeal contextualization where what the author offered was a work to be contextualized globally. Louise Rosenblatt (1978), as
we have mentioned, has paid close attention to this matter of the reader's options and raised some important issues. In defining a literary work of art as

"what happens when a reader and a text come together [p. 12]," she is I
think loading the dice in the reader's favor, but the weight has for so long
been on the author's side that this is understandable. There are of course
anomalies, as when a text produced by an author as propaganda survives
when its injunctions are no longer appropriate, and survives as a piece of literature; or when an informative text (Gibbon's Decline and Fall is the stock
example) survives when much of its information has been superseded and
even discredited, to be read now not as information but for the unique and
individual qualities typical of a work of literature.
There are anomalies, but without wishing in any way to infringe on the
reader's freedom to choose, I do suggest that in the vast majority of cases the

general conventions chosen by the writerwhether to produce expressive,
transactional, or poetic discourseare in fact the conventions by which the
reader chooses to interpret.

YOUNG FLUENT WRITERS
L. S. Vygotsky
I have known a number of children who by the age of 5 or 6 had taught
themselves to write. In each case it was stories that they wrote, and usually
the stories were made up into little books, with pictures as well as writing. I
take it as some evidence of the extraordinary ability human beings have of
succeeding in doing what they want to do. One of these young children,
under the age of 4, began by producing a little book with "pretend writing"
in itand surely, just as we pretend to be someone we want to be, so we pretend to do something we want to do. Some 20 months later the scribbled
lines had given place to a decipherable story. Evidence of this kind is too
often ignored, and it takes a Vygotsky, speaking across the decades since his
death, to observe that the attempt to teach writing as a motor skill is mis141
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taken (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 117); that psychology has conceived of it as a
motor skill and "paid remarkably little attention to the question of written
language as such, that is, a particular system of symbols and signs whose
mastery heralds a critical turning-point in the entire cultural development of
the child [p. 106]." It was his view that make-believe play, drawing and writing should be seen as "different moments in an essentially unified process of
development of written language [p. 116]." And this he contrasted with what
he found in schools: "Instead of being founded on the needs of children as
they naturally develop and on their own activity, writing is given to them
from without, from the teacher's hands [p. 105]."
I suggest that the 4-year-old I have referred to made what Vygotsky calls

"a basic discoverynamely that one can draw not only things but also
speech [1978, p. 115]." Since pictorial representation is first-order symbolism and writing is second-order symbolism (designating words that are in
turn signs for things and relationships), Vygotsky saw this discovery as a key
point in the development of writing in a child; yet he recognized there was

little understanding of how the shift takes place, since the necessary research had not been done (p. 115). We are not much wiser today, though
the labors of Donald Graves and others give us good reason to hope.

Outline for a Case Study
My records of the development of Clare, the 4-year-old whose pretend writing I have referred to, may illustrate some of the points Vygotsky has made
in his account of "the developmental history of written language."
(1) Her conversational speech was quite well developed by the time she
was 2 years old. Much of her talk was playful (seeing me at the washbasin,
What have you got off Daddy?at 2:3) and she used made-up forms freely
(I'm spoonfuling it in, I'm see-if-ing it will go through, smuttered in your

eyes for uncombed hairall at 2:7). Her curiosity about language was in
evidence early (When it's one girl you say "girl" and when it's two three four

girls you say "girl s." Why when it's two three four childs you say "child
ren?"at 2:10; "Fairy girl with curly hair," that makes a rhyme, doesn't it ?
at 2:11; on hearing something described as 'delicious,' Is delicious nicer than

lovely?at 3:1).
(2) Extended make-believe play, involving her toy animals in family
roles, was established by the time she was 3. Storytelling developed from it,
the animals becoming the audience. The toy animals (she was given dolls
from time to time but they were never adopted into the family) seem to have
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.sustained a key role. They were the dramatis personae of her make-believe
play, the subject of the stories she told, of her drawings, and later of the stories she wrote. Vygotsky's point that in make-believe play the plaything is
free to take on a meaning that does not rely on perceptual resemblance is
amusingly illustrated by the fact that when Clare enacted a queen's wed-

ding, the least suitable of the animalsa scraggy, loose-knit dogwas chosen for the role of queen!
(3) Her earliest recognizable drawings came just before she was 2 and

though they are clearly attempts at human figures, the talk that always accompanied the drawing was often .in anthropomorphic terms (the mummy
bird, the daddy bird). A picture drawn in colored chalks at 3:5 shows a large
figure of a girl on the left-hand side and a house on the right. Her commentary as she drew explained: The girl is carrying a yellow handbag and she has
a brown furry dog on a lead. Her feet are walking along. . . . I have put a car
outside the house. I am putting blue sky, now I am putting in the sunshine.
(Here the diagonal blue strokes that had indicated the sky were interspersed

with yellow ones.) She's got a tricycle with blue wheels and a chain. Mrs.
Jones across the road has yellow and brown on her windows. I shall put yellow
and red on mine.
It.is an important part of Vygotsky's thesis that a young child's drawing is

speech," dependent on verbal speech: The child draws, that is to
say, from the memory of what he knows rather than from what he presently
observes; and that what he knows has been processed in speech and is further processed in the speech that accompanies the drawing. The space in
Clare's picture is well filled, but not in terms of topographical representation: The girl and the house are upright; the car is drawn vertically standing
on its head; the clog vertically sitting on its tail; and the tricycle has its frame,
wheels and chain spread out, looking more like an assembly kit.
(4) What circumstances could be supposed to facilitate the process that
Vygotsky calls the move from drawing objects to drawing speech? Imitating
the general pattern of writing behavior, Clare at the age of 3:6 produced parallel horizontal lines of cursive scribble, saying that she was doing grown-

up's kind of writing. At 3:11 she produced the little story book I have
described with similar lines of scribble but interspersed with words she
could actually write (mummy, and, the) and with a drawing on the cover.
The stories she wrote from 5:6 onward were in cursive script with headings
in capitals. She was by this time reading a good deal, mainly the little animal stories by Beatrix Potter and Alison Uttley.

Turning from the general pattern to the detail, Clare at the age of 3
played very often with a set of inch-high letters made of plastic in various
colors. Among more random, playful uses, she learned to make her name in
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these letters and she was interested in what each letter was called. (One effect of this play was evident: When first she attempted to write words, an
"E," for example, was an "E" for her whether it faced right or left or up or
down.) One of her activities represented a link between letter recognition
and writing behavior in general: At 3:5, in imitation of picture alphabets she
knew, she was drawing a series of objects and writing the initial letter of each
beside the drawing. Most of them she knew, but she came to one she did

not: "rhubarb." When I told her, she said, R that's easy just a girl's head
and two up-and-downs!

(5) The final stage in Vygotsky's "developmental history" is that by
which the written language ceases to be second-order symbolism, mediated
by speech, and becomes first-order symbolism. I can offer no evidence of
this from the records of Clare, and indeed I seriously doubt whether that
transition is ever entirely appropriate to the written language we have been
concerned with, that of stories.
(6) I think the most important conclusion to be drawn from the case of
Clare and other children who have taught themselves to write by writing stories is a point that is central to Vygotsky's argument, that of the effect of IN-

TENTION on a child's performance. It would appear that the spoken
language effectively meets young children's needs in general, and we must
surmise that it is only as they come to value the written language as a vehicle
for stories that they are likely to form an intention to write. Much of Clare's
behavior indicated that she had done so. Slobin and Welsh (1973) have effectively demonstrated that mastery of the spoken language cannot be ade-

quately assessed without account of "the intention to say so-and-so" a
lesson that as teachers or researchers we have been slow to learn.

Writing and Reading
Clare continued to read and write stories for many years. Animal fantasies
predominated until the age of 7, pony stories and adventure stories (often
featuring an animal) followed until, from the ages of 12 to 14 she gave herself up almost entirely to reading women's magazine stories and writing herself at great length in that vein. Here, to represent successive stages, are
some opening lines:
At 6: I am a little Teddy Bear. I've got a pony called Snow and I live in a little house with a thatched roof
At 81/2: Mrs. Hedgehog had just had three babies. Two of them were like
ordinary hedgehog babies, covered with soft prickles. But the third had none.
It was a dead calm as the Sand Martin and crew glided out of the small har-
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hour at Plymouth. Phillip and Jean were the eldest. They were twins of
fourteen.

At 11: Fiona Mackenzie lay in bed in her small attic bedroom. She
turned sleepily over, but the morning sun streaming in at her small window
dazzled her, and she turned back. (A story about horses in the Highlands.)
At 12: Derek looked into her face, and his green eyes burning fiercely
with the white hot light of intense love gazed into the liquid depth of her
melting, dark brown ones.
At 14: The dance was in full swing, and Giselle was the acknowledged
belle of it. More radiant, more sparkling than ever before, she floated blissfully in the arms of James Wainforth.

Her. comments on her reading and writing were sometimes illuminating. At 3:8 she described the Cinderella story as A bit sad book about two
ugly sisters and a girl they were ugly to. At 8:7 she was asked what sort of

things she liked reading. Well, she said, there's Treasure Islandthat's a
bloody one for when I'm feeling boyish. And Little Men, that's a sort of halfway one. "And don't you ever feel girlish?" she was asked. Yes. When I'm tired

and then I read The Smallest Dormouse. At 10:2 she wrote a story about
children finding a treasure: It's like Enid Blyton's story mostly, she said, except longer words. A few months later she was struggling to get through Mrs.

Craik's John Halifax, Gentleman, but gave up with the comment, It's a bit
Lorna Doonish, a lot of sissy boys in it. It's so sort of genteelI can't stand it!
That her writing was influenced by her reading shows up dramatically
(though from a limited aspect) in the following figures relating to mean Tunit length and subordination at four age-points. The figures for a passage
from a women's magazine story she had read are shown in parentheses.
Age:

Number of words taken:
Mean T-Unit length:
Number of subordinate clauses:

6

9

13

(Magazine)

17

331
4.1
7

332

340

(330)
(6.7)
(9)

322
11.5

8.0
17

6.9
6

19
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In the light of current school practices, it is as important as ever today to
stress Vygotsky's view that learning to read and learning to write must be
seen as inseparable aspects of one process, that of mastering written language. We have come to recognize the way this process is grounded in
speech but have not yet acknowledged the essential contribution of other
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forms of symbolic behavior, gesture, make-believe play, pictorial representation. In my account of Clare's development, I have added one other activity,

that of manipulative play with the substance of written language. Bruner
(1975) has pointed out that such play contributes to learning because it is a
`meta-process; one that focuses on the nature itself of the activity. (Children
learn to walk for the purpose of getting where they want to be; PLAY with

walkingearly forms of dancinginvolves a concern with the nature of the
walking process, an exploration of its manifold possibilities.)
It remains for me to point out that make-believe play (embracing the social environment children construct with their playthings), storytelling, lis-

tening to stories, pictorial representation and the talk that complements it,
story reading and story writingthese are all activities in the role of spectator. As I have suggested, I believe it is this characteristic that develops a need
for the written language in young children and the intention to master it. In
such activities children are sorting themselves out, progressively distinguishing what is from what seems, strengthening their hold on reality by a consideration of alternatives. Clare, for example, at the age of 8:6, writes what at
first sight appears to he a variant of the kind of animal fable she was familiar
with from earlier reading of Beatrix Potter:
HEDGEHOG
Mrs. Hedgehog had just had three babies. Two of them were like ordinary
hedgehog babies, covered with soft prickles.

But the third had none. He was like a hedgehog in any other way. He
ate like a hedgehog and he lived like a hedgehog and he rolled up in a ball
like a hedgehog, and he went to sleep in the winter like a hedgehog. But he
had no prickles like a hedgehog.
When he was a year old a fairy came to him and said, "Go to China and
get three hairs from the Emperor Ching Chang's seventh guinea-pig. Throw
the hairs in the fire, and then put it out with six bucketfuls of water. Put some
of the ash on your head, and leaVe it for the night. In the morning you will he
covered with prickles." Then she faded away.

[The story tells how he carried out these instructions, and concludes:]
He went to sleep beside the stream. In the morning he woke up feeling rather
strange. He looked at his back. It was covered in prickles. He spent four days
in China, then he went home in the boat. His family were very surprised to
see him!

For those who knew Clare, it was not difficult to recognize here an account
of her own struggle to establish herself in the family in competition with a
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more confident and more relaxed younger sister. His family were very surprised to see him! Without knowing the writer, one might guess that a similar
self-exploration was taking place, unconsciously, in the 6-year-old girl who
wrote:
There was a child of a witch who was ugly. He had pointed ears thin legs and
was born in a cave. he flew in the air holding on nothing just playing games.
When he saw ordinary girls and boys he hit them with his broomstick. A
cat came along. he arched his hack at the girls and boys and made them run

away. When they had gone far away the cat meeowed softly at the witch
child. the cat loved the child. the child loved the cat the cat was the onlee
thing the child loved in the world.

It has often been pointed out that in one sense a tiny infant is lord of his
universe, and that growing from infancy into childhood involves discovering
one's own unimportance. But the world created in the stories children write
is a world they control and this may be a source of deep satisfaction. As one
of the children recorded by Donald Graves remarked, she liked writing stories because "you are the mother of the story."
Whether to read or to write, a story makes fewer demands than a piece
of transactional writing since one essential element of the latter process is
missing in the former. The reader of an informative or persuasive piece must
construct himself the writer's meaning and inwardly debate it (an essential
part of the piecemeal contextualization process); the reader of a story accepts, so to speak, an invitation to enter a world and see what happens to
him there. The writer of a transactional piece must attempt to anticipate and
make provision for the reader's inner debate; the writer of a story constructs
a situation to his own satisfaction, though thereafter he may be willing, even
eager, to share it.

Expressive Writing
Edward Sapir observed that "ordinary speech is directly expressive [1961, p.
10]." Because expressive writing, though it differs in substantial ways from
speech, is the form of written discourse closest to speech, the London Writing Research team suggested that it provided a "natural" starting point for
beginning writers, assisting them at a time when they have rich language resources recruited through speech, but few if any internalized forms of the
written language. Progress from this point consists, we believe, in shuttling
between those spoken resources and an increasing store of forms internal-

ized from reading and being read to. (It may prove that vocal reading,
147

158

Cross-Talk in Comp Theory

whether their own or somebody else's, is in the early stages a more effective
route to that internalization.)
We might describe this early form as an all-purpose expressive. As the
writer employs it to perform different tasks, fulfill different purposes, and increasingly succeeds in meeting the different demands, his all-purpose ex-

pressive will evolve: He will acquire by dissociation a variety of modes.
Expressive writing is thus a matrix from which will develop transactional
and poetic writing, as well as the more mature forms of the expressive.

What the Young Writer Needs to Know
My argument has been that Vygotsky's account offers an explanation of the
phenomenon I have noted, that of Clare and the other children who mastered
written language by producing storybooks at an early age. Let me now go on to
ask, "What does a writer acquiring mastery in this way need to know?"
First and foremost he must know from experience the SATISFACTION

that can come from a storyperhaps first a story told to him, but then certainly a story read to him. Sartre (1967, p. 31) has commented on the difference: Accustomed to having his mother tell him stories, he describes his
experience when first she reads to him: The tale itself was in its Sunday best:
the woodcutter, the woodcutter's wife and their daughter, the fairy, all those
little people, our fellow-creatures, had acquired majesty; their rags were magnificently described, words left their mark on objects, transforming actions into
rituals and events into ceremonies.

Then he must know something of the structure of a story, a learning
process that Applebee (1978) has very helpfully described in developmental
terms for stories told by children between the ages of 2 and 5 (but with implications for later stages). He sees two principles at work, one of centering,

a concern for the unity of a story, and one of chaining, a concern for sequence; and in terms of these two principles he outlines a series of plot
structures that parallel the stages of concept development described by Vygotsky (1962). It should be noted, at the same time, that recall of events in
narrative form is something that all children achieve a year or more before
they are ready to tackle the written language.
Some forms of story writing will only be possible if the writer is familiar
with the conventional associations that govern our expectations in listening
to storiesthe role expected of a wolf, a lion, a fox, a witch, a prince, and so
on (Applebee, 1978, chap. 3). Such Built-in associations are, of course, a resource that a young writer may in his own stories exploit, improvise on, invert, or ignore.
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Knowledge of the linguistic conventions of storiesthe Once upon a
time and happily ever after conventionsare often familiar to children before they can read or write, as are more general features of the language of
written stories. (I saw a story dictated by a 3-year-old which contained the
sentence, The king went sadly home for he had nowhere else to go a use of
for which is certainly not a spoken form.)
But production of these and all other written forms relies, of course, on
a knowledge of the written code itself, the formation of letters, words, sen-

tences. How this is picked up from alphabet books and cornflake packets,
picture books, TV advertisements, and street signs remains something of a
mystery, though two governing conditions seem likely: a context of manipulative play and picture-making, and the association of this learning with the
purpose of producing written stories. I am sure we underestimate the extent
of such learning when a powerful interest is in focus. In my recent experience of reading stories to a 3-year-old, I have been amazed at her ability to
fill the words into gaps I leave when the story I am reading is one she cannot
have heard very often. Michael Polanyi's account of the relation of subsidiary to focal awareness certainly helps us to see this learning process as
feasible (Polanyi, 1958, chap. 4).

Finally, the writer must know from experience the sound of a written
text read aloud. How else can he come to hear an inner voice dictating to
him the story he wants to produce? An apprenticeship of listening to others
will enable him later to be aware of the rhythms of the written language in
the course of his own silent reading.

A Final Speculation
I believe the successful writer learns all these things implicitly; that is to say,
in Polanyi's terms, by maintaining a focal awareness of the desired performance that acts as a determining tendency guiding and controlling his sub-

sidiary awareness of the means he employs. I believe, further, that any
attempt to introduce explicit learning would be likely to hinder rather than
help at this early stage. When we are dealing with poetic writing, there is
much that could not in any case be made explicit: We simply do not know
by what organizing principles experience is projected into a work of art.
It is this problem that SusanneLanger has been investigating over many
years. Her distinction between discursive and presentational symbolism
between a message encoded in a symbol system and a message embodied in
a single unique complex symbol; her recognition of the key role of the arts as
offering an ordering of experience alternative to the cognitive, logical order149
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ing achieved by discursive symbolism these are foundation stones in our
theory of language functions.
From her exploration of the laws governing a work of art she makes one
very interesting suggestion: that in all works of art there is a building-up and
resolution of tensions and that the intricate pattern of these movements, this

rhythm, somehow reflects the "shape of every living act [Langer, 1967,
chap. 71."
To speculate on her speculations: We give and find shape in the very act

of perception, we give and find further shape as we talk, write or otherwise

represent our experiences. I say "give and find" because clearly there is
order and pattern in the natural world irrespective of our perceiving and representing. At the biological level man shares that order, but at the level of

behavior he appears to lose it: The pattern of his actions is more random
than that of the instinctual behavior of animals. In learning to control his
environment he has gained a freedom of choice in action that he may use
constructively and harmoniously or to produce disharmony, shapelessness,
chaos. When, however, he shapes his experience into a verbal object, an art
form, in order to communicate it and to realize it more fully himself, he is
seeking to recapture a natural order that his daily actions have forfeited. Understanding so little of the complexities of these processes, we can do no
more than entertain that idea as a fascinating speculation.
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A Discourse-Centered Rhetoric
of the Paragraph
PAUL C. RODGERS, JR.

Today's textbook paragraph, the paragraph taught by so many to so fewwith
its vision of triune organic integrity and its philosophy of mechanismwas

unveiled almost precisely a century ago, in March 1866, by an unprepossessing Scottish logician and composition teacher named Alexander Bain.
Bain laid no claim to infallibility as a rhetorician, and was more or less ignored in his own day, but the late nineteenth century chose to magnify his
authority in retrospect: long after the man was forgotten, his dicta assumed

something of the aura of revealed truth. In all the intervening years since
1866, though Bain's six "rules" have undergone considerable refinement and

elaboration, virtually no one has ever challenged his basic concept of the
paragraph or its underlying suppositions. In essence the paragraph today is
just what it has been since the beginning, an "expanded sentence " logically, structurally, semantically)

Yet it has been obvious all along that Bain's analysis simply does not
comprehend what goes on in many sound and effective paragraphs, and the
language of its successive formulations never has given the student writer adequateguidance. As commonly defined (a la Bain), the paragraph is a group
of sentences which develops the single idea conveyed in its topic sentence.
Each of the key words in this definition offers pitfalls. What, for instance, is
an "idea"? Does a noun or noun phrase express an idea, or must every idea
be a proposition? Must the topic idea be carried as the major predication of

the topic sentence? If not, then how does one distinguish topic material
Reprinted from College Composition and Communication 17.1 (February 1966): 2-11. Used
with permission.
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from its context? Can the topic be merely suggested, as by a question or exclamation or negative declaration or figure of speech, or must it be spelled
out? If the paragraph is a group of sentences, how small can the group he?
Do two sentences constitute a group? Does one? That is, can a paragraph
properly he conterminous with its own topic sentence?
Bain and his immediate successors worked by deduction, first assuming
a close organic parallel between sentence and paragraph and then applying
traditional sentence-law to the paragraph. But questions like the ones suggested above provoked inductive study of actual paragraphs and eventually
produced a mass of inductive qualifications grafted upon the original deductive formula:
A proper paragraph always has a single central topic idea, except
when it has two, three, or more.
Development of the topic is always limited to the paragraph in
which the topic is broached, except when the topic requires that exposition continue in the next.
The topic sentence always expresses the topic idea, but the work of
expression may be disposed of in a minor segment of the sentence;
or, on the other hand, a complicated topic may take several sentences, and these sentences may be widely separated in the
paragraph.
There is always a topic sentence, yet it may not actually be stated. In
this case, it is "implied," and serves as a sort of offstage influence directing the action in the paragraph.
A paragraph by definition is a series of sentences, but now and then
it turns out to be one sentence only. If the sentence-series seems too
long for presentation as a unit, it can be subdivided into several paragraphs without loss of unity. Conversely, a series of short paragraphs
can he combined into a single unit, sometimes with the original
components identified by number or letter.

Moreover there are certain very useful and common paragraph types
that show little interest in amplifying topics: transitional, introductory, directive, summary, and concluding paragraphs.
In short, the paragraph is what the textbook says it is, except . . it isn't.
At least, not always; and if one happens to be working with the wrong handbook or the wrong anthology of prose models, it often isn't.
.
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Faced with this congeries of paradoxes, recent commentators have
tended to reject or simply ignore traditional theory:
Since every paragraph of the essay is part of the general flow, it is difficult
to find in many paragraphs anything so static that it can be isolated as the
single idea, or topic, of that paragraph. The notion that every paragraph
must have a topic sentence is hence a misleading one.2
Obviously any piece of composition possessing even a minimum of
unity may be summed up in some kind of sentence. The "implied" topic

sentence, therefore, is an abstractiona not very useful kind of ghost
sentence.3

[The paragraph] is simply a convenient grouping of sentences. In a
progression of sentences a few places will be more suited to indentations
than others, but you can justify an indentation before almost any sentence
of sophisticated prose.'

However well grounded such pronouncements may be, they contribute little
to prose criticism. If ideas flow, how shall we measure and define the current?
If a sequence of ideas can be introduced without interpretive comment, how
does the sequence relate to its context, the discourse? If indentations can
occur almost anywhere, upon what basis shall we justify or challenge a given
decision to indent?

The current situation may he summed up as follows: Deduction has
failed to yield a fully satisfactory model of the paragraph, and interest in the
putative organic parallel between paragraph and sentence has declined
sharply. Reviewing Barrett Wendell's epochal commentary of 1890 in its
reincarnation of 1963, one marvels at the man's poise and aplomb; and inevitably, and perhaps a bit sadly, one also notes the anachronism:
A paragraph is to a sentence what a sentence is to a word. The principles
which govern the arrangement of sentences in paragraphs, then, are identical with those that govern the arrangement of words in sentences.5

Piecemeal inductive observations over the years have so far undermined this
notion of the paragraph that it scarcely seems worthwhile to state it. Yet we
have not broken cleanly with the past: to the contrary, many teachers and
textbook writers, possibly a majority, finding some value still in sentencebased tradition, seem to be fearful of pitching the baby out with the bath. As

recently as October 1965, Francis Christensen prefaced his trail-breaking
"Generative Rhetoric of the Paragraph" with these words:
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My purpose here is. . to show that the paragraph has, or may have, a structure as definable and traceable as that of the sentence and that it can be an.

alyzed in the same way. In fact . I have come to see that the parallel
between sentence and paragraph is much closer than I suspected, so close,
indeed, that as Josephine Miles put it (in a letter) the paragraph seems to
be only a macro-sentence or meta-sentence.6
.

.

Christensen later went on to qualify his commentary with several of the
usual exceptions.
My intention here is not to criticize Professor Christensen's approach,
which strikes me as having great promise, but rather to argue for a concept
of the paragraph that will comprehend all paragraphs.

Let me begin by pointing out again that the sentence-based notion of
the paragraph was first introduced in words written, not in the skies, but at
the University of Aberdeen, and by a man of strong logical predisposition.
Secondly, when one explores its historical origin, one finds that the paragraph (from Gr. para, beside, + graphos, mark) began as a punctuation device, a symbol placed in the margin to indicate a noteworthy break in the
flow of discourse; only later did the word come to signify the stretch of language between breaks. The original notion persists in our transitive verb to
paragraph.
Thus paragraph structure precedes, in a certain very vital sense, the indentation that marks its physical limit; and rhetoric's proper task is to understand why indentations occur when they do, rather than to devise some

Procrustean formula for governing the behavior of sentences between
breaks, and to insist upon applying it over and over again throughout all
written discourse. What we need is a philosophy of paragraph punctuation,
a flexible, open-ended discourse- centered rhetoric of the paragraph.
What, then, may be the aspects or qualities of discourse that writers rec-

ognize when they indent? The late nineteenth century visualized discourse
as a series of horizontal "leaps and pauses," a stream that "shoots toward
some point of interest, eddies about it for a moment, then hurries on to another," with the paragraph indentations indicating successive conceptual
leaps and lingerings.7 As Edwin Lewis observed in 1894, the writer
conceives his paragraph topic before he develops it, though of course in
the process of development the associations of the symbols used may lead
him afield. He thinks, so to speak, in successive nebulous masses, perceiving in each a luminous centre before he analyses the whole.8

This horizontal image still appears regularly in textbooks, but a second
image now has been added. In 1946 the late Wendell Johnson pointed out
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that when the mind 'is "interested," attention fluctuates vertically, up and
down the abstraction ladder:
If you will observe carefully the speakers you find to be interesting, you are
very likely to find that they play, as it were, up and down the levels of abstraction quite as a harpist plays up and down the strings of her harp.... the
speaker who remains too long on the same general level of abstraction offends our evaluative processesno matter what his subject may be.9

In 1964, John Lord applied Johnson's insight to prose analysis, visualizing
good writing as "a constant weaving up and down between the concrete and

the abstract, as well as a constant forward movement from a beginning
through a middle to an end."10.

The vertical image ties in nicely with traditional ideas of paragraph
structure. Topic sentences coincide with certain emphasized peaks of abstraction. The most common methods of "amplification" clarification of
the topic by use of definition, analogy, comparison, or contrast; presentation
of causes or logical proof; citation of examples, instances, and illustrations;
accumulation of supporting detailsall these methods tend strongly toward
lower-level statement. The two main types of "movement" variously spoken of as loose and periodic, deductive and inductive, regressive and pro-

gressive, and (perhaps most satisfactorily) as analytic and synthetic refer
simply to the upward or downward thrust of attention, toward or away from
the abstract topic. Our thought-movement normally is synthetic, and moves
upward from the particulars of experience to the high-level generalities of
conceptual thought. The particulars "generate" the abstraction. When we
write, however, we usually proceed by analysis, first stating the available
generality, which stands first in consciousness, and then recovering or discovering ("generating") a sufficient bulk of particulars to support it. Extended synthetic movement accordingly is fairly uncommon in written
discourse.
But neither horizontal leaps nor the vertical seesaw obligates a writer to
units
indent. Both types of movement exist at all levels of discourse,

smaller than the sentence and larger than the paragraph. Indentation frequently does mark major horizontal and vertical phases (which tend to coincide), but sometimes other considerations take precedence.
Like music, writing is a complex sequence of events in time. Subordinate patterns occur within the sequence, many of them interpenetrating and
partly coinciding with others. The writer has at his disposal various punctuation devices with which he can tag and call attention to some of them. The
paragraph break is only one such device, the most emphatic.
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About all we can usefully say of all paragraphs at present is that their authors have marked them off for special consideration as stadia of discourse,
in preference to other stadia, other patterns, in the same material. "At this
point,"-the writer tells us with his indentation, "a major stadium of discourse
has just been completed. Rest for a moment, recollect and consider, before
the next begins." But his decision to indent may be taken for any one (or
more) of at least half a dozen different reasons.
The great majority of stadia of course are logical, whatever else they may
be, but thought-movement submits to very flexible partitioning; hence the
size of a given logical paragraph frequently reflects secondary influences.
Often the physical aspect of the paragraph must be controlled, especially in
publications using narrow-column format. The reader must not be put off
unnecessarily by paragraphs that seem overly bulky, and therefore indigestible, or by a long succession of thin, apparently anemic units. On the
other hand, the need for rhetorical emphasis may dictate either bulk treatment or isolation of a short stadium in a paragraph of its own, and an impulse to vary paragraph length purely for variety's sake may have the same
effect. To a lesser degree, patterns of prose rhythm may call for indentation;11 so, too, may abrupt shifts in tone or strictly formal considerations, as
when paragraphs are paired off for contrast or comparison or knit into some
larger pattern involving paragraphs as units.
Thus the paragraph can be described very roughly as an autochthonous
pattern in prose discourse, identified originally by application of logical,
physical, rhythmical, tonal, formal, and other rhetorical criteria, set off from
adjacent patterns by indentations, and commended thereby to the reader as
a noteworthy stadium of discourse. Though all good paragraphs are distinct
stadia, not all stadia are paragraphs. Many must always exist merely as emergent possibilities, potential paragraphs (as well as smaller units) dissolved in
the flow of discourse. Paragraph structure is part and parcel of the structure
of the discourse as a whole; a given stadium becomes a paragraph not by
virtue of its structure but because the writer elects to indent, his indentation
functioning, as does all punctuation, as a gloss upon the overall literary
process under way at that point. Paragraphs are not composed; they are discovered. To compose is to create; to indent is to interpret. Accordingly, the
qualities of the paragraph can no more be grasped through normative statement than can the qualities of discourse.
This conclusion is not wholly negative, of course. It denies only that

the paragraph can be wrapped up conclusively in a tight deductive formula, and implies, positively, that inductive study of the art of paragraphing
has an immense neglected potential. While intent upon determining what
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The Paragraph is, we have very largely failed to appreciate what real paragraphs are.

To test this contention, let us contrast the traditional and discoursecentered views of a familiar paragraph sequence, Walter Pater's descant on
"Style" (1888), an essay that recommends itself to our purpose for several
special reasons. In it, Pater stresses what he calls "the necessity of mind in
style," "that architectural conception of work, which foresees the end in the
beginning and never loses sight of it," the underlying structural framework,
which is "all-important, felt, or painfully missed, everywhere" (14.3).12 One
of the greatest pleasures in reading good prose, he tells us, lies in "the critical
tracing out of that conscious artistic structure, and the pervading sense of it
as we read" (15.16). Surely he must have foreseen that readers would judge
his essay by its own forceful pronouncements; and he must therefore have
paragraphed with unusual care.
But Pater always composed laboriously and deliberately. For thirty-five
years, George Saintsbury admired his "wonderful perfection of craftsmanship,"13 noting especially his sensitive control of prose rhythm and adroit
management of the paragraph:
Above all, no one, it must be repeated, has ever surpassed, and scarcely any

one has ever equalled Mr. Pater in deliberate and successful architecture
of the prose-paragraphin what may, for the sake of a necessary difference, be called the scriptorial in opposition to the oratorical manner.14
... it must always be remembered that the care of the paragraph was one
of Mr. Pater's first and greatest anxieties; when I remarked on it [in 1876,
apropos of Pater's Renaissance], . he wrote to me expressing special grat.

.

ification, and acknowledging that it had been one of his principal
objects.I5

Such a conscious, calculated devotion to paragraph technique warrants
close inspection.
But "Style" holds particular interest for us because of its structural subtlety and flexibility. As A. C. Benson observed, "the bones do not show; not

only does the rounded flesh conceal them, but they are still further disguised into a species of pontifical splendour by a rich and stiff embroidered
robe of language."16 The great variety in paragraph "shape" can be inferred
from the following statistics. Though Pater's average paragraph in this essay
is quite long (271 words), individual paragraphs range from 24 to 793 words,
and the totals of sentences per paragraph range from one to 18. Two paragraphs have fewer than 100 words; 11 contain between 100 and 200 words;
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9 contain between 200 and 300; and 9 run to more than 300. This breakdown corresponds almost exactly to Edwin Lewis's conclusions regarding
English prose in genera1.17

The traditional analysis of the first three paragraphs would view each
block of writing individually, describing PI and P2 as introductory paragraphs, informally assembled, lacking clear-cut central ideas and topic sen-

tences, serving .mainly to carry the reader in to P3, a single directive
statement which lays out the ground to be covered in the sequel and initiates the essay proper. P3 reads as follows:
Dismissing then, under sanction of Wordsworth, that harsher opposition of
poetry to prose, as savouring in fact of the arbitrary psychology of the last
century, and with it the prejudice that there can be but one only beauty of
prose style, I propose here to point out certain qualities of all literature as a
fine art, which, if they apply to the literature of fact, apply still more to the
literature of the imaginative sense of fact, while they apply indifferently to
verse and prose, so far as either is really imaginativecertain conditions of
true art in both alike, which conditions may also contain in them the secret of the proper discrimination and guardianship of the peculiar excellences of either.

Despite its complexity, this paragraph plainly leans upon the previous
discussion for its full implication. Wordsworth's "sanction" has just been examined at the close of P2; the prejudiced claim that there can be but "one
only beauty" of prose style refers to earlier comments about Dryden's notions of prose (2.3) and overly narrow conceptions of literature in general
(P1 passim, esp. 1.4); the distinction between verse and prose recalls a major

motif recurring throughout both preceding paragraphs; the opposition of
"fact" and "imaginative sense of fact" draws upon the climactic concluding

clause of 2.5; and the unobtrusive reference to "discrimination and
guardianship" reaches all the way back to 1.1, where Pater relates "the sense
of achieved distinctions" to "progress of mind." Each of these references imparts vital meaning to the language of P3. In short, although P3 does direct
the reader's attention forward, it simultaneously reminds him of ground already covered. Its gaze is at least as much retrospective as prospective. And it
has to be, in view of the complexity of the idea it conveys.
Yet P3 does more than summarize: it selects, relates, disposes, and assigns varying degrees of emphasis to previously discrete ideas. Thus the task
of P1 -2 is not merely to introduce but to lay a necessary basis for P3; and the

thought-movement throughout the sequence, despite occasional analytic
eddies, can readily be identified as synthetic. Indeed, with only minor revi-
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sions, P1-3 could be combined into one huge synthetic paragraph, with the
present P3 serving as its topic sentence.
Since an opening paragraph as bulky as this would obviously repel the
reader, Pater divides his exposition into three manageable portions, arranging them in descending order of size as he moves toward his climax in P3.
(The word count is 418-251-121; each succeeding unit contains roughly
half as many words as its predecessor.) The pace is slow and even, transitions

smooth. Although he regularly provides topic statements elsewhere, he
omits them in P1 and P2 a further indication that he thinks of P1-3 as a
single logical stadium. In a synthetic passage, the progression of ideas
should unfold without interruption; otherwise it may not always be clear
whether the writer is still approaching his as yet unstated conclusion, or
making a new "leap." A topic sentence in either P1 or P2 would introduce
just such an element of risk. Also, a terminal topic signals the close of a period of mental concentration. At this point, having surveyed the argument as
a whole, and having judged it, the reader no longer feels obliged to bear in
mind all the particulars from which the conclusion was drawn. He tends to
relax his grip upon lesser elements as he pushes on toward the next major
proposition. This is precisely what Pater has to prevent from happening: his
reader must retain all the material of P1 and P2 till he arrives at P3.
To summarize, when we examine P1-3 closely, we discover a single synthetic logical stadium broken into three paragraphs, no doubt for physical
or editorial reasons. Topic sentences are omitted, quite possibly deliberately, with the result that the thought-movement proceeds without that par-

ticular threat to continuity. Formal criteria may account for the length of
the separate paragraphs, which descend in size to the relatively short and
emphatic P3.
None of these observations could be made by a strict traditional paragraph analysis.
The next passage of interest is P4-6. Pater opens P4 by commenting on
the difficulty of discriminating "fact" from "sense of fact" in prose, and then
develops this topic at length with illustrations, remarking at the close of 4.8

that historical writing enters the domain of "art proper" when it reflects the
historian's sensibility and bias. Then (4.9) he digresses sharply, explaining
that prose becomes "fine" art when it transcribes the writer's sense of fact
and (second clause) "good" art when it renders the inner vision "truthfully."
In 4.10 he drifts further from his topic, praising truth as a fundamental requirement of all good writing; and in 4.11 drifts yet again, defining beauty as
a by-product of goodness (i.e., truthfulness), "the finer accommodation of
speech to that vision within."

71

161
4

Cross-Talk in Comp Theory

Here the paragraph ends, but the line of thought pushes on into P5
without interruption, and Pater seals the transition, oddly, by opening the
new paragraph with a clash followed by what amounts to an appositive depending from the predicate of 4.11:
The transcript of his sense of fact rather than the fact, as being preferable, pleasanter, more beautiful to the writer himself.

Pater often opens a new phase of argument in a grammatically subordinate
element emphasized by placement in terminal position; the present usage is
unusual only because the appositive has been detached from the base construction and moved to the head of a new paragraph.
Logically complete and satisfying in itself, P5 nevertheless participates
in the long disquisition upon fidelity-to-inner vision beginning at 4.9. And
P6 extends the commentary even further. Not till the final phrase of 6.2
does Pater relinquish the theme lie first introduced ostensibly to clarify the
short prepositional phrase at the end of 4.8.
How shall we describe what happens in 4.9-6.2? The digression at the
end of P4 is too long to be taken as a mildly irrelevant conclusion. Does it
not then constitute a serious break in paragraph unity? Traditionalist critics
doubtless would say it did. They might further object, on the same ground,
to the weight of introductory material concentrated in 6.1-2, and probably
would view the sequence 4.9-6.2 as a single unified paragraph which Pater
has sadly misconceived.
Can Pater be defended? He can, I think, if we set aside our preconceptions and observe the general flow of discourse. A single logical stadium
does of course exist, beginning at 4.9. It could easily be presented as a single
analytic paragraph based on 4.9, conveying material which now requires
325 words. This would make a very substantial block of writing, but Pater's
paragraphs frequently run to more than 300 words; so mere physical length
cannot account for his decision to indent the way he has.
We can appreciate his strategy, once we note how deficient the whole
passage is in "vertical" movement. His sole concern here is to clarify his notion of art, and this involves statement of four ideas: fact vs. sense of fact as
the criterion for separating "fine" from "merely serviceable" art; adherence
to inward truth as the criterion for recognizing "good" art; goodness in art as
the foundation of beauty; and the inevitability of pleasure to be found in
artistic self-expression. All these ideas are highly general and abstract, and
he develops them mainly by repetition, a method which tends to maintain
the same abstraction level as the topic. The passage consequently proceeds

172

1 62

A Discourse-Centered Rhetoric of the Paragraph

on a high abstraction plateau, and would surely risk boring the reader if it
continued to its end without interruption.
Pater greatly reduces this hazard by dividing his material. Also, having
worked out his four-point commentary in 4.9-5.1, lie manages to repeat it in
three separated contexts between 5.2 and 6.2, hammering his theses home
not only by iteration but also by placement in terminal position, by isolation
in a short paragraph, and by placement in initial position. He displays his arguMent much more forcefully in this way than he could have in a standard
analytic paragraph. Further, if he had written such a paragraph, he probably
would have felt obliged either to reduce the abstract exposition, thereby
weakening its impact, or to introduce lower-level material illustrations,
causal statements, and the like in order to generate interest.
Pater obviously found neither option appealing: to curtail treatment
would have been to rob crucial ideas of emphasis they deservednotably
his doctrine of truth; to amplify them further, as by definition or illustration,
would have been to raise problems he did not wish to handle, perhaps because of lack of space, perhaps because he sensed he could not handle
them.18

Accordingly, rhetorical criteria in P4-6 take precedence over logical, the

risk of dead-level dullness is reduced by partitioning, and a stadium of
thought is allowed to straddle two paragraph breaks, exercising squatter's
rights in paragraphs centered on other topicsto the dismay of traditionalist
critics who perceive the massive breach of unity in P4, yet cannot honestly (I
submit) find fault with it as they read.
Plainly, a stadium can he recognized as such without being punctuated
as a paragraph. We have seen how Pater divides a stadium into separate paragraphs, and distributes portions of a divided stadium across paragraph breaks.
He also does just the opposite, combines smaller stadia into a single paragraph. After a long series of routine analytic paragraphs dealing with diction

and "contingent ornamentation" (P7-13), he broaches the general idea of
structure in a synthetic transitional paragraph (P14), and then elaborates at
great length in P15. The sequence 15.3-6 develops the topic by iteration;
15.7-8 concentrates on the structure of sentences; 15.9-10 deals with spontaneous structural elaborations, good and bad; 15.11-13 handles elaborations
occurring after the main structure of a unit is complete; and 15.14-17 comments on the reader's pleasure in appreciating structure. Here, as elsewhere,
Pater frequently advances in short, almost imperceptible steps taken in contexts otherwise devoted to illustration and repetition of previous points. His
horizontal leaps, such as they are, often occur in minor subordinate structures within sentences, rather than across hiatuses between sentences, so that
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when a topic finally is granted full predication, it seems but an amplified
echo. Heaping one "long-contending, victoriously intricate" sentence upon
another, he pushes P15 to a length of 793 words and ends with the substance
of a small essay, punctuated as a single paragraph.
Coherence, this passage undeniably possesses, but is it unified? Does it
focus on one topic? Retracing the flow of ideas, we can argue with some difficulty that all this material is generated by 15.1-2. Or can we? Traditional
criticism would point out that the paragraph moves in phases and could easily be broken at 15.7, 15.9, 15.10, 15.11, and 15.15, each resulting unit having its own topic sentence. As it is, we find several sub-topics, or possibly one
"divided" topic, six identifiable stadia, all drawn into one union. The integrity of this union, assessed by the usual logical standards, is certainly open
to question; to defend it on traditional grounds, we probably would have to
abandon 15.1-2 as topic and invoke a ridiculously broad "implied" topic.
All the same, the paragraph reads well enough. And to mount a theoretical defense, we need only recognize that other legitimate criteria here have
overridden the tug of logic. Obviously Pater wants to present his notion of
structure as a single idea, regardless of its ramifications. Division of components would involve extensive expansion of this phase of the essay (cf. P4-6).
By combining components, he avoids having to elaborate and at the same
time stresses the whole by bulk treatment. However, I suspect that formal
reasons also figured in the decision: P15 (793 words) and P16 (583 words)
are by far the heaviest paragraphs in the essay,I9 and they deal with paired
concepts, "mind" and "soul" in style. By cumulating the substance of P15
into one impressive mass, and juxtaposing it to the massive P16, he interprets the two concepts visually as a pair.
By contrast, the long stadium that follows, on Flaubert and the doctrine
of the perfect word (P17-29), is far too heavy for block presentation. So he
breaks it down into smaller stadia paragraphed in routine analytic fashion.
For the most part, of course, Pater's stadia follow the normal analytic
pattern, whether or not they are set off as paragraphs. Synthesis is reserved
for special situations. In P1-3 synthesis not only offers the advantages mentioned above but provides a gentle, gradual introit that accords well with his
quiet tone and generally relaxed manner. In P14, where the movement sets
up a definite contrast with the foregoing analytic sequence, it heralds an important phase of argument. At the conclusion of the essay (in P31), it allows
him to end on a heavy note of emphasis.2°
But the penultimate P30 is synthetic, toothe only synthetic paragraph
in the essay that is not clearly an introduction or a conclusion. One wonders
why, inevitably, for Pater rarely does anything without reason, yet the reason
here is hard to find. I can offer only this suggestion: that P30 really is the
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conclusion of the essay, and was conceived and written as such originally. It
rounds out the argument beautifully, summing up the essay's central thesis
in its final sentence, and has the characteristic force and rhythmic impact of
a conclusion. Upon reviewing what he had written, however, if not before,
Pater saw that his literary theory lay wide open to the same moralistic objections that had led him to withdraw the famous "Conclusion" to the Renaissance (1873) in its second edition (1877). Admittedly, he had recently
restored a slightly modified version of the "Conclusion" in the third edition
(1888), but he may very well have felt the present essay would revive old
criticisms.
So in P31, having brought his commentary to a very satisfying close, he.resumes exposition. He has shown how good art is achieved, he now informs us,
but "great" art is something else. Here the criterion is matter, substance, not
truth or form. To be great, a work of art must be more than good; it must also

have "something of the soul of humanity in it," must increase the sum of
human happiness, enlarge the sympathies, ennoble, fortify, redeem . and
.

.

find "its logical architectural place in the great structure of human life" (31.4).

With these words, having barely introduced a major new idea which
places the whole foregoing discussion in a new perspective, Pater abruptly
ends. Even so sympathetic a reader as Saintsbury objects to the "appearance
of 'hedging' " in P31, the sudden return to subject matter, which "as easily
rememberable and with a virtuous high sound in it, appears to have greatly
comforted some good but not great souls." 2' Pater's own judgment upon his
paragraph perhaps can be inferred from his willingness to let its synthetic
predecessor stand unrevised: P31 is distinct and supernumerary, both logically and structurally.

The foregoing observations in no way exhaust the possibilities of
discourse-centered paragraph analysis. I have said nothing of tonal fluctuation, which does not strike me as being particularly significant in this essay,
nor of rhythm, which is definitely significant but very hard to describe. Nor
have I noted adequately the methods used to launch topic ideas, or the rise
and fall of the abstraction level, or the use of ellipsis and the dash to tighten
transitions between stadia, or Pater's unusual penchant for underplaying
important ideas grammatically while stressing them rhetorically.
Inductive analysis of Pater's "Style" shows us something of what a paragraph can be, not what it must be; another writer, or another essay by the
same writer, would reveal different possibilities, further precedents. I have
been concerned mainly to demonstrate that the paragraph is just one of several kinds of stadia, and that the logical partitioning of complex discourse
into paragraphs can occur at so many junctures that additional non-logical
criteria often have to be invoked to account for a given decision to indent.
.,
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To insist that logic establish every indentation is to ignore several of the
prime resources of good prosewhich elevate and help transmute it from a
merely serviceable "good round-hand" (1.3) into fine art.
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The Frequency and Placement
of Topic Sentences
in Expository Prose
RICHARD BRADDOCK

Most textbooks on English composition have presented some concerted
treatment of topic sentences, long hailed as means of organizing a writer's
ideas and clarifying them for the reader. In the most popular composition
textbook of the nineteenth century, for example, Alexander Bain recognized
that topic sentences may come at the end of a descriptive or introductory
paragraph, but he emphasized that expository paragraphs have topic sentences and that they usually come at the beginnings of paragraphs:
19. The opening sentence, unless obviously preparatory, is expected to indicate the scope of the paragraph. . . This rule is most directly applicable to
expository style, where, indeed, it is almost essential (Bain, 1890, p. 108).
.

In one of the more popular composition textbooks of the present, Gorrell
and Laird present a similar statement about topic sentencesa statement
which is paralleled in many other textbooks these days:
Topic sentences may appear anywhere, or even be omitted. . but most
modern, carefully, constructed prose rests on standard paragraphs, most of
which have topic sentences to open them.
.

.

And of 15 items on "Paragraph Patterns" in a commercial test of "writing,"
three involve the identification of topic sentences in brief paragraphs. In
Reprinted from Research in the Teaching of English 8.3 (Winter 1974): 287-302. Used with
permission.
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each of the three, the correct answer is the first sentence in the paragraph
(Basic Skills, 1970).
How much basis is there for us to make such statements to students or to

base testing on the truth of them? To clarify the matter, I studied the paragraphs in representative contemporary professional writing, seeking the answers to these two questions:

1. What proportion of the paragraphs contain topic sentences?
2. Where in the paragraphs do the topic sentences occur?

PROCEDURE
As a body of expository material representing contemporary professional
writing, I used the corpus of 25 complete essays in American English selected by Margaret Ashida, using random procedures, from 420 articles published from January, 1964, through March, 1965, in The Atlantic, Harper's,
The New Yorker, The Reporter, and The Saturday Review. Ashida indicated
possible uses of the corpus:
this corpus could be used for a wealth of investigations by students,
teachers, and research scholarsfor anything from a relatively superficial
examination of controversial matters of usage, to the exploration of the
deep (and equally controversial) questions being raised by theoreticians of
the new rhetorics. Because the sample has its own built-in validity, it represents a common corpus for use by many different scholarssomething we
desperately need in rhetorical research ... (Ashida, 1968, pp. 14-23).
.

.

.

Paragraphs
Working one-by-one with zerographic copies of the 25 articles,' I numbered

each paragraph from the first paragraph of the essay to the last. For this
study, a paragraph was what we normally take to be one in printed material a portion of discourse consisting of one or more sentences, the first line
of type of which is preceded by more interlinear space than is otherwise
found between lines in the text and the first sentence of which begins either
with an indentation or with an unindented large initial capital.
Headnotes and footnotes were not counted as parts of the text for this

study and hence were not numbered and analyzed. A problem appeared
when one article included an insert, consisting of a diagram and some ten
sentences of explanation, which was crucial to an understanding of the text
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proper.2 This insert arbitrarily was not counted as a paragraph in the article.
In those few essays in which dialog was quoted, each separately indented
paragraph was counted as a paragraph, even though it consisted in one case
merely of one four-word sentence (Taper, p. 138).

T- units
After numbering the paragraphs in an essay, I proceeded to insert a pencilled slash mark after each T-unit in each paragraph and to write the total
number of T-units at the end of each paragraph.
The T-unit, or "minimal terminable unit," is a term devised by Kellogg

Hunt to describe the "shortest grammatically allowable sentences into
which . . [writing can] be segmented" (Hunt, 1965, pp. 20-21). In other
words, consideration of the T-units of writing permits the researcher to use
a rather standard conception of a sentence, setting aside the differences occurring between writers when they use different styles of punctuation. A T.

unit, then, "includes one main clause plus all the subordinate clauses
attached to or embedded within it. . . ." (Hunt, p. 141). Hunt wrote that an
independent clause beginning with "and" or "but" is a T-unit, but I also included "or," "for," and "so" to complete what I take to be the coordinating
conjunctions in modern usage.
Although in the vast majority of cases, there was no difficulty knowing
where to indicate the end of a T-unit, several problems did arise. Take, for
instance, the following sentence:
The Depression destroyed the coalfield's prosperity, but the Second World
War revived it, and for a few years the boom returned and the miner was
again a useful and honored citizen (Caudill, p. 49).

Obviously, one T-unit ends with "prosperity" and another with "revived it,"
but is what follows "revived it" one T-unit or two? I made the judgment that
"for a few years" was an integral part of both clauses following it and that
"and for a few years the boom returned and the miner was again a useful and

honored citizen" was one T-unit. Similarly, I counted the following sentence as one T-unit, not two, judging the intent of the first clause in the
speech of the Protocol man to be subordinate, as if he had said "If you put
an ambassador in prison":
For another, as a Protocol man said recently, "You put an ambassador in
prison and you can't negotiate with him, which is what he's supposed to be
here for" (Kahn, p. 75).
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In marking off T-units, a person must be prepared for occasional embedding. Sometimes a writer uses parentheses to help accomplish the
embedding:
Gibbs & Cox (Daniel H. Cox was a famous yacht designer who joined the
firm in 1929, retired in 1943, and subsequently died) is the largest private
ship-designing firm in the world (Sargeant, p. 49).

That sentence, of course, has one T-unit embedded within one other. In the
following example, dashes enclose two T-units embedded within another,
and the entire sentence consists of four T-units:
"They're condescending, supercilious bastards, but when the 'United
States' broke all the transatlantic recordsit still holds them, and it went
into service in 1952they had to come down a peg" (Sargeant, p. 50).

But embedding does not prove to be a problem in determining what is and
what is not a T-unit. With the exception of perhaps a dozen other problems
in the thousands of sentences considered in the 25 essays, marking off and
counting the T-units was a fairly mechanical operation.

Topic Sentences
The next problem was to decide which T-unit, if any, constituted a topic
sentence in each paragraph. After several frustrating attempts merely to underline the appropriate T-unit where it occurred, I realized that the notion
of what a topic sentence is, is not at all clear.
Consultation of composition textbooks provided no simple solution of

the problem. Gorrell and Laird, for example, offered this definition of a
topic sentence:
Most paragraphs focus on a central idea or unifying device expressed in
topical material. Occasionally this topical material is complex, involving
more than one sentence and some subtopics; sometimes it carries over
from a previous paragraph and is assumed to be understood or is referred
to briefly; but usually it simply takes the form of a sentence, sometimes
amplified or made more specific in a sentence or two following it. This
topic sentence may appear at the end of the paragraph as a kind of summary or somewhere within the paragraph, but most frequently it opens
the paragraph or follows an opening introduction or transition (Gorrell
and Laird, p. 25).
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The authors further clarify their definition (pp. 25-26) by stating that a topic
sentence has three main functions: (1) to provide transition, (2) to suggest the
organization of the paragraph, (3) to present a topic, either by naming or introducing a subject or by presenting a proposition or thesis for discussion. In
the next several pages, the authors consider various types of "topic sentences
as propositions" (or theses) and the problems in writing them with precision.
From my preliminary attempts to identify topic sentences in paragraphs,
I could see the truth of a complex definition like Gorrell and Laird's. But
such a comprehensive definition presents problems. Sometimes a paragraph

opens with a sentence which we could all agree is transitional but which
does not reveal much about the content of the paragraph. The second sentence may name the topic of the paragraph but not make a statement about
it. The actual thesis of the paragraph may be stated explicitly in a succeedMg sentence or in several sentences, or it may merely be inferred from what
follows, even though it is never stated explicitly. In such a paragraph, which

is the topic sentencethe first, second, a succeeding sentence, perhaps
even all of them? Many of the sentences seem to fit the definition. An allembracing definition does not seem helpful to me in deciding which sentence can be named the topic sentence.
Furthermore, as Paul Rodgers demonstrated (1966), paragraphing does
not always correspond to a reader's perceived organization of ideas. Sometimes a paragraph presents an illustration of the thesis of the preceding paragraph. The second paragraph thus extends the previous paragraph, and the
paragraph indentation seems quite arbitrary. Or sometimes a thesis is stated
in a one-sentence paragraph and the following paragraph explains that thesis without restating it. In such situations, one cannot simply identify a topic
sentence in each paragraph.
It seemed to me that the best test of topic sentences is the test a careful.
reader might makethe test offered when one constructs a sentence outline
of the major points of an essay, drawing the sentences insofar as possible
from the sentences the author has written. In constructing a sentence outline, one usually omits transitional and illustrative statements and concen-

trates on the. theses themselves. Consequently, I decided to prepare a
sentence outline of each of the 25 essays and then determine which paragraphs had topic sentences and where in the paragraphs they occurred.

Outlines
From the beginning of the first one, I was aware of the serious problems in
constructing a sentence outline to study the organization of another person's
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writing. To what degree would I tend to impose on an essay my own interpretation of what was written? Does it do violence to discursive writing to
cast it into the form of a sentence outline, trying to make the outline understandable by itself when the essay includes details of thought and qualities of
style omitted in the process? Would the paragraphing and other typographical features of the edited essay distract me from the ideas and structure of the
written essay? Of course I would try to preserve the author's intent in all of
these matters, but what I actually did would be so much a matter of judgment that I should expose my outlines for the criticism of others, permitting
comparison to the original articles. Moreover, the outlines might be helpful
to other investigators who would like to use them without going to the extensive effort of preparing their own. Although it is impractical to include the

outlines here, I will make them available to others for the cost of the
copying.

In outlining an article, I read it through in sections of a number of para-

graphs which seemed to be related, underlining topic sentences where I
could find them and constructing topic sentences where they were not explicit in the article. In constructing a topic sentence, I tried to include
phrases from the original text as much as possible. Whatever sentences,
phrases, or key words I did use from the original I was careful to enclose in
quotation marks, indicating by ellipsis marks all omissions and by brackets
all of my own insertions. Opposite each entry in the outline I indicated the
number of the paragraph and T-unit of each quotation used. Thus the notation 20:2,3 and 4 indicates that quoted portions of the outline entry were
taken from the second, third, and fourth T-units of the twentieth paragraph
in the essay. On a few occasions where I took an idea from a paragraph but it
did not seem possible to cast it in the author's original words at all, I put the
paragraph number in parentheses to indicate that. But I tried to use the au-

thor's words as much as I could, even, in some cases, where it yielded a
somewhat unwieldy entry in the outline.
To illustrate the approach, let me offer in Figure 1 the opening paragraphs from the first article in the corpus, indicating the corresponding entries in the outline.
Notice the different types of outline entries necessitated by the various
kinds of paragraphs the author writes. Topic Sentence B is an example of
what I would call a simple topic sentence, one which is quoted entirely or almost entirely from one T- -unit in the passage, wherever that T-unit occurs.
(Incidentally, the last sentence in Paragraph 2 is not reflected in Topic Sentence B because that last sentence is an early foreshadowing of the main
idea of the entire article.)
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Figure 1

Sample paragraphs and outline entries.

Opening Paragraphs from Drew, p. 33
1.

Among the news items given out to a
shocked nation following the assassination of President Kennedy was the fact
that Lee Harvey Oswald had purchased
his weapon, a 6.5-mm Italian carbine,
from a Chicago mail-order house under
an assumed name. The rifle was sent, no
questions asked, to one "A. Hidell," in
care of a post-office box in Dallas. The
transaction was routine in the mailorder trade; about one million guns are
sold the same way each year.

Excerpt from Outline
I. "By the ordinary rules
of the game, the events
in Dallas should have
ensured prompt enact-

ment...." of gun control legislation by
Congress.

A. "President Kennedy"
had recently been shot
with one of the "one
sold
million guns
each year" through
"the mail-order business in guns."

1:1,3,4

B. "At the same time, a
bill was pending in
Congress to tighten
regulation of the
rapidly expanding
mail-order business in
guns."

2:1

C. "Two existing statutes. . [had] a
negligible impact on
the increasing gun

3:1,3

.

.

2.

At the same time, a bill was pending in
Congress to tighten regulation of the
rapidly expanding mail-order business in
guns. By the ordinary rules of the game,
the events in Dallas should have ensured
prompt enactment, just as the news of
Thalidomide-deformed babies had provided the long-needed impetus for passage of stricter drug regulations in 1962.

But Congress did not acta testimonial
to the deadly aim of the shotting lobby.
3.

4.

Two existing statutes presumably deal
with the gun traffic. Both were passed in
reaction to the gangsterism of the prohibition era. But, because of limited coverage, problems of proof, and various
other quirks, they have had a negligible
impact on the increasing gun traffic.

.

.

.

.

.

.

traffic."

The investigation of the mail-order
traffic in guns began in 1961 under the
auspices of the Juvenile Delinquency
subcommittee. .
. .
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Topic Sentence C is a fairly common type, one in which the topic sentence seems to begin in one T-unit but is completed in a later T-unit. In
Paragraph 3, the first sentence does not make a specific enough statement
about the two existing statutes to serve as a complete topic sentence, even
though it reveals the subject of the paragraph. One must go to the third sentence to find the predicate for the topic sentence. Let us term this type a
delayed-completion topic sentence. Not all delayed-completion topic sentences stem from separated subjects and predicates, though. Sometimes the
hvo sentences present a question and then an answer (Fischer, 18: 1,2), a
negative followed by a positive (Fischer, 38: 1,2), or metaphoric language
subsequently explained by straight language (Drucker, 8: 1,2). The T-units
from which a delayed-completion topic sentence is drawn are not always adjoining. In one instance, I discovered them separated by three T-units (Collado, 29: 1,2,6); in another, in adjoining paragraphs (Caudill, 17: 2 and
18: 1); in still another, nine paragraphs apart (Lear, 1: 1,2 and 10: 1).
Notice that Topic Sentence A is an example of a statement assembled
by quotations from throughout the paragraph. The first sentence in Paragraph 1 cannot properly be considered the topic sentence: it includes such
phrases as "the news item" and "a shocked nation" and such details as the
name of the assassin, the size and make of the carbine, and the location of

the mail order housesuch matters as are not essential to the topic sentence; and it omits such a detail as the scope of the problem "one million
guns . sold
each year" which helps convey the idea in Statement I.
.

.

.

.

.

To ease later reference to this type of topic sentence, let us call it an assembled topic sentence.
Finally, there is what we might call an inferred topic sentence, one which

the reader thinks the writer has implied even though the reader cannot construct it by quoting phrases from the original passage. Though the paragraph

in Figure 2 conies out of contextfrom an article on cutting the costs of
medical careit may still be clear why the corresponding topic sentence
had to be inferred.
As I was determining what were the topic sentences of an article, I was
also keeping an eye out for what we might call the major topic sentences of
the larger stadia of discourses. That is, a series of topic sentences all added

up to a major topic sentence; a group of paragraphs all added up to what
William Irmscher (1972) calls a "paragraph bloc" within the entire article. A
major topic sentence (designated with a Roman numeral) might head as few
as two topic sentences (designated with capital letters) in the outline or as

many as 12 topic sentences (in the Kahn outline) or 15 (the most, in the
Mumford outline). On the other hand, it was frequently apparent that the
main idea of a paragraph was really a subpoint of the main idea of another
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Figure 2

Sample of paragraph yielding inferred topic sentence.
Paragraph from Saunders, p. 24

Excerpt from Outline

Fortunately most ailments do not require such
elaborate treatment. Pills cost a good deal less but
even they are no small item in the medical bill.
From 1929 to 1956 prescription sales climbed
from $140 million to $1,466 million a year, and
the average price per prescription rose from 85
cents to $2.62. Citing the findings of the Kefauver
Committee, Professor Harris makes a strong case

Prescription drug costs have
risen.

for moreand more stringentregulation of the
pharmaceutical industry by the government.

paragraph. Let us call these subtopic sentences. As few as two and as many as
seven subtopic sentences (in the Taper outline) were headed by a topic sentence. Sometimes a major topic sentence or a subtopic sentence was simply
stated in a single T-unit, but sometimes it had to be assembled, sometimes
inferred. Some occurred as delayed-completion topic sentences.
After completing the rest of the outline, I arrived at the main idea (the
thesis) or, in the case of the Kahn and Sargeant articles (both New Yorker
"Profiles"), the purpose. And as with the various types of topic sentences, I
drew quoted phrases from the article to construct the statement of the main

idea whenever possible, but with one exception if a term or phrase occurred frequently in the article, I would not enclose it in quotations and
note its location unless it seemed to me to have been put by the author in a
particular place or signalled in a particular way to suggest that he was at that
time intentionally indicating to readers the nature of his main idea.
After all of the outlines were completed, I went back through each one,
classifying each topic sentence as one of the four types and checking the
outline against the text of the original essay.

FINDINGS
A tabulation of the frequency of each type of topic sentence for each of the
25 essays is presented in Table 1. It should not escape the reader that the
number of topic sentences in an outline does not correspond directly to the
number of paragraphs in its essay. Sometimes a major topic sentence and a
topic sentence occurred in the same paragraph, and sometimes several para1 75
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graphs seemed devoted to the presentation of one topic sentence. (The total

number of topic sentencesincluding the main idea or purpose, major
topic sentences, topic sentences, and subtopic sentences, if anyand the
total number of paragraphs are given in the two columns at the right of the
table.)
One conclusion from Table 1 is that the use made of the different types
of topic sentences varies greatly from one writer to the next. Another is that
the four articles taken from the New Yorker (each one a "Profile") tend to
have yielded a higher proportion of assembled topic sentences than most of
the other essays.

Frequency of Types of Topic Sentences
Table 2 combines the data for the 25 essays, indicating the distribution of
topic sentences of each type. It is clear that less than half of all the topic sentences (45%) are simple topic sentences and almost as many (39%) are assembled. It is also apparent thatexcept for the statements of the main idea
or purposethe more of the text that the topic sentence covers, the more
likely it is to be a simple topic sentence. That is, of the 117 major topic sentences, 55% were simple; of the 533 topic sentences, 44% were simple; of
the 80 subtopic sentences, 33% were simple.
One might well maintain that simple and delayed-completion topic
sentences are relatively explicit, that assembled and inferred topic sentences
are relatively implicit. Pairing the types of topic sentences in that fashion,

Table 2 reveals no great changes in the tendencies of the percentages.
Slightly more than half of all the topic sentences (55%) are explicit, slightly

less than half (45%) implicit. Again, with the exception of statements of

Table 2

Percentages of topic sentences of various types.
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main idea and purpose, the more of the text which the topic sentence covers, the more likely it is to be explicit.
If what the composition textbooks refer to as "the topic sentence" is the
same thing as this study terms the simple topic sentence, it is apparent that

claims about its frequency should be more cautious. It just is not true that
most expository paragraphs have topic sentences in that sense. Even when
simple and delayed-completion topic sentences are combined into the category "explicit topic sentences" a broader conception than many textbook
writers seem to have in mindthe frequency reaches only 55% of all the entries in a sentence outline. And when one remembers that only 761 outline
topic sentences represent the 889 paragraphs in all 25 essays, he realizes that
considerably fewer than half of all the paragraphs in the essays have even explicit topic sentences, to say nothing of simple topic sentences.

Placement of Simple Topic Sentences
How true is the claim that most expository paragraphs open with topic sentences? To find out, I studied the paragraph location of the 264 topic sentences and subtopic sentences in the outline. Gorrell and Laird, like others,
had written that the "topic sentence may appear at the end of the paragraph
as a kind of summary or somewhere within the paragraph, but most frequently it opens the paragraph or follows an opening introduction or transition (p. 25). Thus I decided to tabulate the occurrence of each simple topic
sentence as it appeared in each of four positions: the first T-unit in the paragraph, the second T-unit, the last, or a T-unit between the second and last.
To do that, of course, I could consider only paragraphs of four or more Tunits. Consequently, I excluded from consideration paragraphs with three
or fewer T-units. The results are presented in Table 3.
More than a fourth (28%) of all those paragraphs presenting simple
topic sentences or simple subtopic sentences contained fewer than four T-

units. Of the rest, 47% presented a simple topic sentence or simple
subtopic sentence in the first T-unit, 15% in the second T-unit, 12% in the
last T-unit, and 26% elsewhere. But these figures are based on the 190 paragraphs of four or more T-units which contain simple topic sentences or
simple subtopic sentences. There were 355 paragraphs from which other
topic sentences or subtopic sentences were drawn delayed-completion,
assembled, and inferred. One cannot say that they "have topic sentences to
open them." Consequently, it is obvious that much smaller percentages
than the above pertain to expository paragraphs in general. Furthermore,
there were at least 128 paragraphs from which no topic sentences at all
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were drawn. If one adds the 190, 355, and 128, he has a total of 673 from
which percentages may be computed, if he wishes to estimate what percentage of all of the paragraphs in the 25 essays open with a topic sentence.
Using those figures, I estimate that only 13% of the expository paragraphs of
contemporary professional writers begin with a topic sentence, that only
3% end with a topic sentence.

IMPLICATIONS FOR TEACHING
Teachers and textbook writers should exercise caution in making statements about the frequency with which contemporary professional writers
use simple or even explicit topic sentences in expository paragraphs. It is
abundantly clear that students should not be told that professional writers
usually begin their paragraphs with topic sentences. Certainly teachers of
reading, devisers of reading tests, and authors of reading textbooks should
assist students in identifying the kinds of delayed-completion and implicit
topic statements which outnumber simple topic sentences in expository
paragraphs.
This sample of contemporary professional writing did not support the

claims of textbook writers about the frequency and location of topic sentences in professional writing. That does not, of course, necessarily mean
the same findings would hold for scientific and technical writing or other
types of exposition. Moreover, it does not all mean that composition teachers should stop showing their students how to develop paragraphs from clear
topic sentences. Far from it. In my opinion, often the writing in the 25 essays

would have been clearer and more comfortable to read if the paragraphs
had presented more explicit topic sentences. But what this study does suggest is this: While helping students use clear topic sentences in their writing
and identify variously presented topical ideas in their reading, the teacher
should not pretend that professional writers largely follow the practices he is
advocating.

NOTES
1. The copies were supplied through the generosity of the Department of English, University of Iowa.

2. Here and hereafter, reference to specific articles in the corpus will be made simply by

using the author's last nameor, in the cases of the two articles by individuals of the same
last name, by using the first initial and last name (see Table 1)The paragraph referred to
here is in Lear, p. 89.
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Grammar, Grammars,
and the Teaching of Grammar
PATRICK HARTWELL

For me the grammar issue was settled at least twenty years ago with the con-

clusion offered by Richard Braddock, Richard Lloyd-Jones, and Lowell
Schoer in 1963.
In view of the widespread agreement of research studies based upon many
types of students and teachers, the conclusion can be stated in strong and
unqualified terms: the teaching of formal grammar has a negligible or, because it usually displaces some instruction and practice in composition,
even a harmful effect on improvement in writing.

Indeed, I would agree with Janet Emig that the grammar issue is a prime example of "magical thinking": the assumption that students will learn only
what we teach and only because we teach.'
But the grammar issue, as we will see, is a complicated one. And, perhaps surprisingly, it remains controversial, with the regular appearance of
papers defending the teaching of formal grammar or attacking it.3 Thus Jan-

ice Neuleib, writing on "The Relation of Formal Grammar to Composition" in College Composition and Communication (23 [1977], 247-50), is
tempted "to sputter on paper" at reading the quotation above (p. 248), and
Martha Kolln, writing in the same journal three years later ("Closing the
Books on Alchemy," CCC, 32 [1981], 139-51), labels people like me "alchemists" for our perverse beliefs. Neuleib reviews five experimental studies, most of them concluding that formal grammar instruction has no effect
Reprinted from College English 47.2 (February 1985): 105-27. Used with permission.
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on the quality of students' writing nor on their ability to avoid error. Yet she
renders in effect a Scots verdict of "Not proven" and calls for more research
on the issue. Similarly, Kolln reviews six experimental studies that arrive at
similar conclusions, only one of them overlapping with the studies cited by

Neuleib. She calls for more careful definition of the word grammar her
definition being "the internalized system that native speakers of a language
share" (p. 140) and she concludes with a stirring call to place grammar instruction at the center of the composition curriculum: "our goal should be
to help students understand the system they know unconsciously as native
speakers, to teach them the necessary categories and labels that will enable
them to think about and talk about their language" (p. 150). Certainly our
textbooks and our pedagogies though they vary widely in what they see as
"necessary categories and labels " continue to emphasize mastery of formal
grammar, and popillar discussions of a presumed literacy crisis are almost
unanimous in their call for a renewed emphasis on the teaching of formal
grammar, seen as basic for success in writing.4

AN INSTRUCTIVE EXAMPLE
It is worth noting at the outset that both sides in this disputethe grammarians and the anti-grammariansarticulate the issue in the same positivistic
terms: what does experimental research tell us about the value of teaching
formal grammar? But seventy-five years of experimental research has for all
practical purposes told us nothing. The two sides are unable to agree on how
to interpret such research. Studies are interpreted in terms of one's prior assumptions about the value of teaching grammar: their results seem not to
change those assumptions. Thus the basis of the discussion, a basis shared by
Kolln and Neuleib and by Braddock and his colleagues "what does educational research tell us ?" seems designed to perpetuate, not to resolve, the
issue. A single example will be instructive. In 1976 and then at greater length
in 1979, W. B. Elley, I. H. Barham, H. Lamb, and M. Wyllie reported on a
three-year experiment in New Zealand, comparing the relative effectiveness
at the high school level of instruction in transformational grammar, instruction in traditional grammar, and no grammar instruction.' They concluded
that the formal study of grammar, whether transformational or traditional,
improved neither writing quality nor control over surface correctness.
After two years, no differences were detected in writing performance or
language competence; after three years small differences appeared in some
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minor conventions favoring the TG [transformational grammar] group,
but these were more than offset by the less positive attitudes they showed
towards their English studies. (p. 18)

Aiithony Petrosky, in a review of research ("Grammar Instruction: What We
Know," English Journal, 66, No. 9 [1977], 86-88), agreed with this conclusion, finding the study to be carefully designed, "representative of the best
kind of educational research" (p. 86), its validity "unquestionable" (p. 88).
Yet Janice Neu leib in her essay found the same conclusions to be "startling"
and questioned whether the findings could be generalized beyond the target
population, New Zealand high school students. Martha Kolln, when her attention is drawn to the study ("Reply to Ron Shook," CCC, 32 [1981], 139151), thinks the whole experiment "suspicious." And John Mellon has been

willing to use the study to defend the teaching of grammar; the study of
El ley and his colleagues, he has argued, shows that teaching grammar does
no harm.6
It would seem unlikely, therefore, that further experimental research, in
and of itself, will resolve the grammar issue. Any experimental design can be
nitpicked, any experimental population can be criticized, and any experi-

mental conclusion can be questioned or, more often, ignored. In fact, it
may well be that the grammar question is not open to resolution by experimental research, that, as Noam Chomsky has argued in Reflections on Language (New York: Pantheon, 1975), criticizing the trivialization of human
learning by behavioral psychologists, the issue is simply misdefined.
There will be "good experiments" only in domains that lie outside the organism's cognitive capacity. For example, there will be no "good experiments" in the study of human learning.
This discipline .. will, of necessity, avoid those domains in which an
organism is specially designed to acquire rich cognitive structures that
enter into its life in an intimate fashion. The discipline will be of virtually
no intellectual interest, it seems to rne, since it is restricting itself in principle to those questions that are guaranteed to tell us little about the nature
.

of organisms. (p. 36)

ASKING THE RIGHT QUESTIONS
As a result, though I will look briefly at the tradition of experimental research, my primary goal in this essay is to articulate the grammar issue in dif185
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ferent and, I would hope, more productive terms. Specifically, I want to ask
four questions:
1. Why is the grammar issue so important? Why has it been the dominant focus of composition research for the last seventy-five years?

2. What definitions of the word grammar are needed to articulate the
grammar issue intelligibly?
3. What do findings in cognate disciplines suggest about the value of
formal grammar instruction?
4. What is our theory of language, and what does it predict about the
value of formal grammar instruction? (This question "what does
our theory of language predict ? " seems a much more powerful
question than "what does educational research tell us?")

In exploring these questions I will attempt to be fully explicit about issues,
terms, and assumptions. I hope that both proponents and opponents of formal grammar instruction would agree that these are useful as shared points
of reference: care in definition, full examination of the evidence, reference
to relevant work in cognate disciplines, and explicit analysis of the theoretical bases of the issue.
But even with that gesture of harmony it will be difficult to articulate the
issue in a balanced way, one that will be acceptable to both sides. After all,

we are dealing with. a professional dispute in which one side accuses the
other of "magical thinking," and in turn that side responds by charging the
other as "alchemists." Thus we might suspect that the grammar issue is itself
embedded in larger models of the transmission of literacy, part of quite different assumptions about the teaching of composition.
Those of us who dismiss the teaching of formal grammar have a model
of composition instruction that makes the grammar issue "uninteresting" in
a scientific sense. Our model predicts a rich and complex interaction of
learner and environment in mastering literacy, an interaction that has little
to do with sequences of skills instruction as such. Those who defend the
teaching of grammar tend to have a model of composition instruction that is
rigidly skills-centered and rigidly sequential: the formal teaching of grammar, as the first step in that sequence, is the cornerstone or linchpin. Grammar teaching is thus supremely interesting, naturally a dominant focus for
educational research. The controversy over the value of grammar instruction, then, is inseparable from two other issues: the issues of sequence in the
teaching of composition and of the role of the composition teacher. Consider, for example, the force of these two issues in Janice Neuleib's conclu-
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sion: after calling for yet more experimental research on the value of teaching grammar, she ends with an absolute (and unsupported) claim about sequences and teacher roles in composition.
We do know, however, that some things must be taught at different levels.
Insistence on adherence to usage norms by composition teachers does improve usage. Students can learn to organize their papers if teachers do not

accept papers that are disorganized. Perhaps composition teachers can
teach those two abilities before they begin the more difficult tasks of developing syntactic sophistication and a winning style. ("The Relation of Formal Grammar to Composition," p. 250)

(One might want to ask, in passing, whether "usage norms" exist in the
monolithic fashion the phrase suggests and whether refusing to accept disorganized papers is our best available pedagogy for teach ingarrangement.)7
But I want to focus on the notion of sequence that makes the grammar
issue so important: first grammar, then usage, then some absolute model of

organization, all controlled by the teacher at the center of the learning
process; with other matters, those of rhetorical weight"syntactic sophistication and a winning style " pushed off to the future. It is not surprising
that we call each other names: those of us who question the value of teaching grammar are in fact shaking the whole elaborate edifice of traditional
composition instruction.

THE FIVE MEANINGS OF "GRAMMAR"
Given its centrality to a well-established way of teaching composition, I
need to go about the business of defining grammar rather carefully, particularly in view of Kolln's criticism of the lack of care in earlier discussions.
Therefore I will build upon a seminal discussion of the word grammar offered a generation ago, in 1954, by W. Nelson Francis, often excerpted as
"The Three Meanings of Grammar."8 It is worth reprinting at length, if only
to re-establish it as a reference point for future discussions.
The first thing we mean by "grammar" is "the set of formal patterns in
which the words of a language are arranged in order to convey larger
meanings." It is not necessary that we be able to discuss these patterns selfconsciously in order to be able to use them. In fact, all speakers of a language above the age of five or six know how to use its complex forms of

organization with considerable skill; in this sense of the wordcall it
"Grammar 1"they are thoroughly familiar with its grammar.
1 87
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The second meaning of "grammar" call it "Grammar 2" is "the
branch of linguistic science which is concerned with the description,
analysis, and formulization of formal language patterns." Just as gravity was
in full operation before Newton's apple fell, so grammar in the first sense
was in full operation before anyone formulated the first rule that began the
history of grammar as a study.
The third sense in which people use the word "grammar" is "linguistic
etiquette." This we may call "Grammar 3." The word in this sense is often

coupled with a derogatory adjective: we say that the expression "he ain't
here" is "bad grammar."
As has already been suggested, much confusion arises from mixing
these meanings. One hears a good deal of criticism of teachers of English
couched in such terms as "they don't teach grammar any more." Criticism of this sort is based on the wholly unproven assumption that teaching
Grammar 2 will improve the student's proficiency in Grammar 1 or im.

prove his manners in Grammar 3. Actually, the form of Grammar 2
which is usually taught is a very inaccurate and misleading analysis of the
facts of Grammar 1; and it therefore is of highly questionable value in improving a person's ability to handle the structural patterns of his language.
(pp. 300-301)

Francis' Grammar 3 is, of course, not grammar at all, but usage. One would
like to assume that Joseph Williams' recent discussion of usage ("The Phe-

nomenology of Error," CCC, 32 [1981], 152-168), along with his references, has placed those shibboleths in a proper perspective. But I doubt it,
and I suspect that popular discussions of the grammar issue will be as flawed
by the intrusion of usage issues as past discussions have been. At any rate I

will make only passing reference to Grammar 3usagenaively assuming
that this issue has been discussed elsewhere and that my readers are familiar
with those discussions.
We need also to make further discriminations about Francis' Grammar
2, given that the purpose of his 1954 article was to substitute for one form of

Grammar 2, that "inaccurate and misleading" form "which is usually
taught," another form, that of American structuralist grammar. Here we can

make use of a still earlier discussion, one going back to the days when
PMLA was willing to publish articles on rhetoric and linguistics, to a 1927

article by Charles Carpenter Fries, "The Rules of the Common School
Grammars" (42 [1927], 221-237). Fries there distinguished between the scientific tradition of language study (to which we will now delimit Francis'
Grammar 2, scientific grammar) and the separate tradition of "the common
school grammars," developed unscientifically, largely based on two inadequate principlesappeals to "logical principles," like "two negatives make a
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positive," and analogy to Latin grammar; thus, Charlton Laird's characterization, "the grammar of Latin, ingeniously warped to suggest English" (Language in America [New York: World, 1970], p. 294). There is, of course, a
direct link between the "common school grammars" that Fries criticized in
1927 and the grammar-based texts of today, and thus it seems wise, as Karl
W. Dykema suggests ("Where Our Grammar Came From," CE, 22 (1961),
455-465), to separate Grammar 2, "scientific grammar," from Grammar 4,
"school grammar," the latter meaning, quite literally, "the grammars used in
the schools."

Further, since Martha Kolln points to the adaptation of Christensen's
sentence rhetoric in a recent sentence-combining text as an example of the
proper emphasis on "grammar" ("Closing the Books on Alchemy," p. 140),
it is worth separating out, as still another meaning of grammar, Grammar 5,
"stylistic grammar," defined as "grammatical terms used in the interest of
teaching prose style." And, since stylistic grammars abound, with widely
variant terms and emphases, we might appropriately speak parenthetically of
specific forms of Grammar 5Grammar 5 (Lanham); Grammar 5 (Strunk
and White); Grammar 5 (Williams, Style); even Grammar 5 (Christensen,
as adapted by Daiker, Kerek, and Morenberg).9

THE GRAMMAR IN OUR HEADS
With these definitions in mind, let us return to Francis' Grammar 1,
mirably defined by Kolln as "the internalized system of rules that speakers of
a language share" ("Closing-the Books on Alchemy," p. 140), or, to put it
more simply, the grammar in our heads. Three features of Grammar 1 need
to be stressed: first, its special status as an "internalized system of rules," as
tacit and unconscious knowledge; second, the abstract, even counterintuitive, nature of these rules, insofar as we are able to approximate them indirectly as Grammar 2 statements; and third, the way in which the form of
one's Grammar 1 seems profoundly affected by the acquisition of literacy.
This sort of review is designed to firm up our theory of language, so that we
can ask what it predicts about the value of teaching formal grammar.
A simple thought experiment will isolate the special status of Grammar
1 knowledge. I have asked members of a number of different groupsfrom
sixth graders to college freshmen to high-school teachersto give me the
rule for ordering adjectives of nationality, age, and number in English. The
response is always the same: "We don't know the rule." Yet when I ask these
groups to perform an active language task, they show productive control
1 89
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over the rule they have denied knowing. I ask them to arrange the following
words in a natural order:

French

the

young

girls

four

I have never seen a native speaker of English who did not immediately pro-

duce the natural order, "the four young French girls." The rule is that in
English the order of adjectives is first, number, second, age, and third, nationality. Native speakers can create analogous phrases using the rule "the
seventy-three aged Scandinavian lechers"; and the drive for meaning is so
great that they will create contexts to make sense out of violations of the rule,
as in foregrounding for emphasis: "I want to talk to the French four young
girls." (I immediately envision a large room, perhaps a banquet hall, filled
with tables at which are seated groups of four young girls, each group of a
different nationality.) So Grammar 1 is eminently usable knowledgethe
way we make our life through languagebut it is not accessible knowledge;

in a profound sense, we do not know that we have it. Thus neurolinguist
Z. N. Pylyshyn speaks of Grammar 1 as "autonomous," separate from
common-sense reasoning, and as "cognitively impenetrable," not available
for direct examination.10 In philosophy and linguistics, the distinction is
made between formal, conscious, "knowing about" knowledge (like Grammar 2 knowledge) and tacit, unconscious, "knowing how" knowledge (like
Grammar 1 knowledge). The importance of this distinction for the teaching
of compositionit provides a powerful theoretical justification for mistrusting the ability of Grammar 2 (or Grammar 4) knowledge to affect Grammar
1 performancewas pointed out in this journal by Martin Steinmann, Jr.,
in 1966 ("Rhetorical Research," CE, 27 [19661, 278-285).

Further, the more we learn about Grammar 1and most linguists
would agree that we know surprisingly little about itthe more abstract and
implicit it seems. This abstractness can be illustrated with an experiment,
devised by Lise Menn and reported by Morris Halle,11 about our rule for
forming plurals in speech. It is obvious that we do indeed have a "rule" for
forming plurals, for we do not memorize the plural of each noun separately.
You will demonstrate productive control over that rule by forming the spoken plurals of the nonsense words below:

thole

flitch

plast

Halle offers two ways of formalizing a Grammar 2 equivalent of this
Grammar 1 ability. One form of the rule is the following, stated in terms of
speech sounds:
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a. If the noun ends in /s z s z c j/, acid 11z/;
b. otherwise, lithe noun ends in /p t k f 01, add Is/;

c. otherwise, add /z/.11

This rule comes close to what we literate adults consider to be an adequate
rule for plurals in writing, like the rules, for example, taken from a recent
"common school grammar," Eric Gould's Reading into Writing: A Rhetoric,
Reader, and Handbook (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1983):
Plurals can be tricky. If you are unsure of a plural, then check it in the
dictionary. The general rules are
Add s to the singular: girls, tables
Add es to nouns ending in ch, sh, x or s: churches, boxes, wishes
Add es to nouns ending in y and preceded by a vowel once you have
changed y to i: monies, companies. (p. 666)

(But note the persistent inadequacy of such Grammar 4 rules: here, as I read
it, the rule is inadequate to explain the plurals of ray and tray, even to explain the collective noun monies, not a plural at all, formed from the mass
noun money and offered as an example.) A second form of the rule would
make use of much more abstract entities, sound features:
a. If the noun ends with a sound that is [coronal, strident], add /Izi;
b. otherwise, if the noun ends with a sound that is [non-voiced], add /s/;
c. otherwise, add /z/.

(The notion of "sound features" is itself rather abstract, perhaps new to readers not trained in linguistics. But such readers should be able to recognize
that the spoken plurals of lip and duck, the sound [s], differ from the spoken
plurals of sea and gnu, the sound [z], only in that the sounds of the latter are

"voiced"one's vocal cords vibratewhile the sounds of the former are
"non-voiced.")

To test the psychologically operative rule, the Grammar 1 rule, native
speakers of English were asked to form the plural of the last name of the
composer Johann Sebastian Bach, a sound [x], unique in American (though
not in Scottish) English. If speakers follow the first rule above, using word
endings, they would reject a) and b), then apply c), producing the plural as /
baxz/, with word-final /z/. (If writers were to follow the rule of the common
school grammar, they would produce the written plural Baches, apparently,
given the form of the rule,. on analogy with churches.) If speakers follow the
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second rule, they would have to analyze the sound [x] as [non-labial, non-

coronal, dorsal, non-voiced, and non-strident], producing the plural

as

/baxs/, with word-final /s/. Native speakers of American English overwhelm=
ingly produce the plural as /baxs/. They use knowledge that Halle characterizes as "unlearned and untaught" (p. 140).

Now such a conclusion is counterintuitivecertainly it departs maximally from Grammar 4 rules for forming plurals. It seems that native speak-

ers of English behave as if they have productive control, as Grammar 1
knowledge, of abstract sound features (± coronal, ± strident, and so on)
which are available as conscious, Grammar 2 knowledge only to trained linguistsand, indeed, formally available only within the last hundred years or
so. ("Behave as if," in that last sentence, is a necessary hedge, to underscore
the difficulty of "knowing about" Grammar 1.)
Moreover, as the example of plural rules suggests, the form of the Grammar 1 in the heads of literate adults seems profoundly affected by the ac-

quisition of literacy. Obviously, literate adults have access to different
morphological codes: the abstract print -s underlying the predictable /s/ and
/z/ plurals, the abstract print -ed underlying the spoken past tense markers It!,
as in "walked," lad/, as in "surrounded," /d/, as in "scored," and the symbol
/0/ for no surface realization, as in the relaxed standard pronunciation of "I
walked to the store." Literate adults also have access to distinctions preserved
only in the code of print (for example, the distinction between "a good sailer"

and "a good sailor" that Mark Aranoff points out in "An English Spelling
Convention," Linguistic Inquiry, 9 [1978], 299-303). More significantly,
Irene Moscowitz speculates that the ability of third graders to form abstract
nouns on analogy with pairs like divine::divinity and serene::serenity, where
the spoken vowel changes but the spelling preserves meaning, is a factor of
knowing how to read. Carol Chomsky finds a three-stage developmental sequence in the grammatical performance of seven-year-olds, related to measures of kind and variety of reading; and Rita S. Brause finds a nine-stage
developmental sequence in the ability to understand semantic ambiguity, extending from fourth graders to graduate students.12 John Mills and Gordon
Hemsley find that level of education, and presumably level of literacy, influence judgments of grammaticality, concluding that literacy changes the deep

structure of one's internal grammar; Jean Whyte finds that oral language
functions develop differently in readers and non-readers; Jose Morais, Jesus
Alegria, and Paul Bertelson find that illiterate adults are unable to add or
delete sounds at the beginning of nonsense words, suggesting that awareness
of speech as a series of phones is provided by learning to read an alphabetic
code. Two experimentsone conducted by Charles A. Ferguson, the other
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by Mary E. Hamilton and David Bartonfind that adults' ability to recognize segmentation in speech is related to degree of literacy, not to amount of
schooling or general ability.13

It is worth noting that none of these investigators would suggest that the
developmental sequences they have uncovered be isolated and taught as discrete skills. They are natural concomitants of literacy, and they seem best
characterized not as isolated rules but as developing schemata, broad strategies for approaching written language.

GRAMMAR 2
We can, of course, attempt to approximate the rules or schemata of Grammar 1 by writing fully explicit descriptions that model the competence of a
native speaker. Such rules, like the rules for pluralizing nouns or ordering
adjectives discussed above, are the goal of the science of linguistics, that is,

Grammar 2. There are a number of scientific grammarsan older structuralist model and several versions within a generative-transformational paradigm, not to mention isolated schools like tagmemic grammar, Montague
grammar, and the like. In fact, we cannot think of Grammar 2 as a stable entity, for its form changes with each new issue of each linguistics journal, as

new "rules of grammar" are proposed and debated. Thus Grammar 2,
though of great theoretical interest to the composition teacher, is of little
practical use in the classroom, as Constance Weaver has pointed out (Grammar for Teachers [Urbana, Ill.: NCTE, 1979], pp. 3-6). Indeed Grammar 2 is
a scientific model of Grammar 1, not a description of it, so that questions of
psychological reality, while important, are less important than other, more
theoretical factors, such as the elegance of formulation or the global power
of rules. We might, for example, wish to replace the rule for ordering adjectives of age, number, and nationality cited above with a more general rule
what linguists call a "fuzzy" rule that adjectives in English are ordered by

their abstract quality of "nouniness": adjectives that are very much like
nouns, like French or Scandinavian, come physically closer to nouns than
do adjectives that are less "nouny," like four or aged. But our motivation for
accepting the broader rule would be its global power, not its psychological
real ity.14

I try to consider a hOstile reader, one committed to the teaching of grammar, and I try to think of ways to hammer in the central point of this distinc-

tion, that the rules of Grammar 2 are simply unconnected to productive
control over Grammar 1. I can argue from authority: Noam Chomsky has
193

2O2

Cross-Talk in Comp Theory

touched on this point whenever he has concerned himself with the implications of linguistics for language teaching, and years ago transformationalist
Mark Lester stated unequivocally, "there simply appears to be no correlation
between a writer's study of language and his ability to write."15 I can cite
analogies offered by others: Francis Christensen's analogy in an essay originally published in 1962 that formal grammar study would be "to invite a.
centipede to attend to the sequence of his legs in motion,"16 or James Britton's analogy, offered informally after a conference presentation, that grammar study would be like forcing starving people to master the use of a knife
and fork before allowing them to eat. I can offer analogies of my own, contemplating the wisdom of asking a pool player to master the physics of mo-

mentum before taking up a cue or of making a prospective driver get
degree in automotive engineering before engaging the clutch. I consider

a
a

hypothetical argument, that if Grammar 2 knowledge affected Grammar 1
performance, then linguists would be our best writers. (I can certify that they

are, on the whole, not.) Such a position, after all, is only in accord with
other domains of science: the formula for catching a fly ball in baseball
("Playing It by Ear," Scientific American, 248, No. 4 [1983], 76) is of such
complexity that it is beyond my understandingand, I would suspect, that
of many workaday centerfielders. But perhaps I can best hammer in this
claimthat Grammar 2 knowledge has no effect on Grammar 1 performanceby offering a demonstration.
The diagram below is an attempt by ThoMas N. Huckin and Leslie A.
Olsen (English for Science and Technology [New York: McGraw-Hill, 1983])
to offer, for students of English as a second language, a fully explicit formuENTER NOUN

yes

Does noun have a
unique referent?

Use the

no
yes

Is noun

no

no

Use no article

Use no article
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lation of what is, for native speakers, a trivial rule of the languagethe
choice of definite article, indefinite article, or no definite article. There are
obvious limits to such a formulation, for article choice in English is less a
matter of rule than of idiom ("I went to college" versus "I went to a university" versus British "I went to university"), real-world knowledge (using indefinite "I went into a house" instantiates definite "I looked at the ceiling,"
and indefinite "I visited a university" instantiates definite "I talked with the
professors"), and stylistic choice (the last sentence above might alternatively
end with "the choice of the definite article, the indefinite article, or no arti-

cle"). Huckin and Olsen invite non-native speakers to use the rule consciously to justify article choice in technical prose, such as the passage below
from P. F. Brandwein (Matter: An Earth Science [New York: Harcourt Brace

Jovanovich, 1975]). I invite you to spend a couple of minutes doing the
same thing, with the understanding that this exercise is a test case: you are
using a very explicit rule to justify a fairly straightforward issue of grammatical choice.
highest mountain on earth. It is firImagine a cannon on top of
first cannonball fired folcannonballs horizontally.
ing
gravity pulls it clown,
cannonball moves,
lows its path. As
velocity with which each
ground. Now
and it soon hits
cannonball
succeeding cannonball is fired is increased. Thus,
cannongoes farther each time. Cannonball 2 goes farther than
gravity toward the earth all
ball 1 although each is being pulled by
last cannonball is fired with such tremendous vetime.
earth. It returns to
locity that it goes completely around
mountaintop and continues around the earth again and again.
cannonball's inertia causes it to continue in motion indefinitely in

orbit around earth. In such a situation, we could consider
cannonball to be
weather satellites launched by

artificial satellite, just like
U.S. Weather Service. (p. 209)

Most native speakers of English who have attempted this exercise report

a great deal of frustration, a curious sense of working against, rather than
with, the rule. The rule, however valuable it may be for non-native speakers,
is, for the most part, simply unusable for native speakers of the language.

COGNATE AREAS OF RESEARCH
We can corroborate this demonstration by turning to research in two cognate areas, studies of the induction of rules of artificial languages and studies
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of the role of formal rules in second language acquisition. Psychologists
have studied the ability of subjects to learn artificial languages, usually constructed of nonsense syllables or letter strings. Such languages can be described by phrase structure rules:
S

VX

X =MX
More clearly, they can be presented as flow diagrams, as below:

start

end

This diagram produces "sentences" like the following:
VVTRXRR.

XMVTTRX.

XXRR.

XMVRMT.

VVTTRMT.

XMTRRR.

The following "sentences" would be "ungrammatical" in this language:
*VMXTT.

*RTXVVT.

*TRVXXVVM.

Arthur S. Reber, in a classic 1967 experiment, demonstrated that mere exposure to grammatical sentences produced tacit learning: subjects who copied
several grammatical sentences performed far above chance in judging the
grammaticality of other letter strings. Further experiments have shown that
providing subjects with formal rulesgiving them the flow diagram above,

for exampleremarkably degrades performance: subjects given the "rules
of the language" do much less well in acquiring the rules than do subjects
not given the rules. Indeed, even telling subjects that they are to induce the
rules of an artificial language degrades performance. Such laboratory experiments are admittedly contrived, but they confirm predictions that our theory

of language would make about the value of formal rules in language
learning.17
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The thrust of recent research in second language learning similarly
works to constrain the value of formal grammar rules. The most explicit
statement of the value of formal rules is that of Stephen D. Krashen's monitor model.18 Krashen divides second language mastery into acquisition

tacit, informal mastery, akin to first language acquisitionand formal
learning conscious application of Grammar 2 rules, which he calls "monitoring" output. In another essay Krashen uses his model to predict a highly
individual use of the monitor and a highly constrained role for formal rules:
Some adults (and very few children) are able to use conscious rules to increase the grammatical accuracy of their output, and even for these people, very strict conditions need to be met before the conscious grammar
can be applied.I9

In Principles and Practice in Second Language Acquisition (New York:
Pergamon, 1982) Krashen outlines these conditions by means of a series of
concentric circles, beginning with a large circle denoting the rules of English and a smaller circle denoting the subset of those rules described by formal linguists (adding that most linguists would protest that the size of this
circle is much too large):
rules of English

rules described by formal linguists
(p. 92)

Krashen then adds smaller circles, as shown belowa subset of the rules described by formal linguists that would be known to applied linguists, a subset
of those rules that would be available to the best teachers, and then a subset

of those rules that teachers might choose to present to second language
learners:
rules known to applied linguists
rules known to best teachers
rules taught
(P. 93)
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Of course, as Krashen notes, not all the rules taught will be learned, and not
all those learned will be available, as what lie calls "mental baggage" (p. 94),
for conscious use.
An experiment by Ellen Bialystock, asking English speakers learning

French to judge the grammaticality of taped sentences, complicates this
issue, for reaction time data suggest that learners first make an intuitive
judgment of grammaticality, using implicit or Grammar 1 knowledge, and
only then search for formal explanations, using expliCit or Grammar 2
knowledge.2° This distinction would suggest that Grammar 2 knowledge is
of use to second language learners only after the principle has already been
mastered as tacit Grammar 1 knowledge. In the terms of Krashen's model,
learning never becomes acquisition (Principles, p. 86).
An ingenious experiment by Herbert W. Seliger complicates the issue
yet further ("On the Nature and Function of Language Rules in Language
Learning," TESOL Quarterly, 13 [1979], 359-369). Seliger asked native and
non-native speakers of English to orally identify pictures of objects (e.g., "an
apple," "a pear," "a book," "an umbrella"), noting whether they used the correct form of the indefinite articles a and an. He then asked each speaker to
state the rule for choosing between a and an. He found no correlation between the ability to state the rule and the ability to apply it correctly, either
with native or non-native speakers. Indeed, three of four adult non-native
speakers in his sample produced a correct form of the rule, but they did not
apply it in speaking. A strong conclusion from this experiment would be that
formal rules of grammar seem to have no value whatsoever. Seliger, however, suggests a more paradoxical interpretation. Rules are of no use, he
agrees, but some people think they are, and for these people, assuming that

they have internalized the rules, even inadequate rules are of heuristic
value, for they allow them to access the internal rules they actually use.

THE INCANTATIONS OF THE
"COMMON SCHOOL GRAMMARS"
Such a paradox may explain the fascination we have as teachers with "rules
of grammar" of the Grammar 4 variety, the "rules" of the "common school
grammars." Again and again such rules are inadequate to the facts of written
language; you will recall that we have known this since Francis' 1927 study.
R. Scott Baldwin and James M. Coady, studying how readers respond to
punctuation signals ("Psycholinguistic Approaches to a Theory of Punctuation," Journal of Reading Behavior, 10 [1978], 363-83), conclude that con198
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ventional rules of punctuation are "a complete sham" (p. 375). My own favorite is the Grammar 4 rule for showing possession, always expressed in
terms of adding -'s or -s' to nouns, while our internal grammar, if you think
about it, adds possession to noun phrases, albeit under severe stylistic constraints: "the horses of the Queen of England" are "the Queen of England's
horses" and "the feathers of the cluck over there" are "the duck over there's
feathers." Suzette Haden Elgin refers to the "rules" of Grammar 4 as "incantations" (Never Mind the Trees, p. 9: see footnote 3).
It may simply be that as hyperliterate adults we are conscious of "using
rules" when we are in fact doing something else, something far more complex, accessing tacit heuristics honed by print literacy itself. We can clarify
this notion by reaching for an acronym coined by technical writers to explain the readability of complex prose COIK: "clear only if known." The

rules of Grammar 4no, we can at this point be more honestthe incantations of Grammar 4 are COIK. If you know how to signal possession in the
code of print, then the advice to add -'s to nouns makes perfect sense, just as
the collective noun monies is a fine example of changing -y to -i and adding
-es to form the plural. But if you have not grasped, tacitly, the abstract representation of possession in print, such incantations call only be opaque.
Worse.yet, the advice given in "the common school grammars" is unconnected with anything remotely resembling literate adult behavior. Consider, as an example, the rule for not writing a sentence fragment as the rule
is described in the best-selling college grammar text, John C. Hodges and
Mary S. Whitten's Harhrace College Handbook, 9th ed. (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1982). In order to get to the advice, "as a rule, do
not write a sentence fragment" (p. 25), the student must master the following learning tasks:
Recognizing verbs.

Recognizing subjects and verbs.
Recognizing all parts of speech. (Harhrace lists eight.)
Recognizing phrases and subordinate clauses. (Harhrace lists six types of
phrases, and it offers incomplete lists of eight relative pronouns and
eighteen subordinating conjunctions.)

Recognizing main clauses and types of sentences.

These learning tasks completed, the student is given the rule above, offered a page of exceptions, and then given the following advice (or is it an
incantation?):
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Before handing in a composition, ... proofread each word group written as
a sentence. Test each one for completeness. First, be sure that it has at least
one subject and one predicate. Next, be sure that the word group is not a
dependent clause beginning with a subordinating conjunction or a relative
clause. (p. 27)

The school grammar approach defines a sentence fragment as a conceptual error,- as not having conscious knowledge of the school grammar definition of sentence. It demands heavy emphasis on rote memory, and it asks
students to behave in ways patently removed from the behaviors of mature
writers. (I have never in my life tested a sentence for completeness, and I am

a better writer and probably a better personas a consequence.) It may
be, of course, that some developing writers, at some points in their development, may benefit from such advice or, more to the point, may think that
they benefitbut, as Thomas Friedman points out in "Teaching Error, Nurturing Confusion" (CE, 45 [1983], 390-399), our theory of language tells us

that such advice is, at the best, COIK. As the Maine joke has it, about a
tourist asking directions from a farmer, "you can't get there from here."

REDEFINING ERROR
In the specific case of sentence fragments, Mina P. Shaughnessy (Errors and
Expectations [New York: Oxford University Press, 1977]) argues that such
errors are not conceptual failures at all, but performance errorsmistakes in
punctuation. Muriel Harris' error counts support this view ("Mending the
Fragmented Free Modifier," CCC, 32 [1981], 175-182). Case studies show

example after example of errors that occur because of instructionone
thinks, for example, of David Bartholmae's student explaining that he added

an -s to children "because it's a plural" ("The Study of Error," CCC, 31
[1980], 262). Surveys, such as that by Muriel Harris ("Contradictory Perceptions of the Rules of Writing," CCC, 30 [1979], 218-220), and our own observations suggest that students consistently misunderstand such Grammar
4 explanations (COIK, you will recall). For example, from Patrick Hartwell
and Robert H. Bentley and from Mike Rose, we have two separate anecdotal
accounts of students, cited for punctuating a because-clause as a sentence,

who have decided to avoid using because. More generally, Collette A.
Daiute's analysis of errors made by college students shows that errors tend to

appear at clause boundaries, suggesting short-term memory load and not
conceptual deficiency as a cause of error.21
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Thus, if we think seriously about error and its relationship to the worship of formal grammar study, we need to attempt some massive dislocation
of our traditional thinking, to shuck off our hyperliterate perception of the
value of formal rules, and to regain the confidence in the tacit power of unconscious knowledge that our theory of language gives us. Most students,

reading their writing aloud, will correct in essence all errors of spelling,
grammar, and, by intonation, punctuation, but usually without noticing that
what they read departs from what they wrote.22 And Richard H. Haswell
("Minimal Marking," CE, 45 [1983], 600-604) notes that his students correct 61.1% of their errors when they are identified with a simple mark in the
margin rather than by error type. Such findings suggest that we need to redefine error, to see it not as a cognitive or linguistic problem, a problem of not
knowing a "rule of grammar" (whatever that may mean), but rather, following the insight of Robert J. Bracewell ("Writing as a Cognitive Activity," Visi-

ble Language, 14 [1980], 400-422), as a problem of metacognition and
metalinguistic awareness, a matter of accessing knowledges that, to be of any

use, learners must have already internalized by means of exposure to the
code. (Usage issuesGrammar 3probably represent a different order of
problem. Both Joseph Emonds and Jeffrey Jochnowitz establish that the
usage issues we worry most about are linguistically unnatural, departures
from the grammar in our heads.)23

The notion of metalinguistic awareness seems crucial. The sentence
below, created by Douglas R. Hofstadter ( "Metamagical Themas," Scientific
American, 235, No. 1 [1981], 22-32), is offered to clarify that notion; you are
invited to examine it for a moment or two before continuing.

Their is four errors in this sentance. CarLyou find them?

Three errors announce themselves plainly enough, the misspellings of there
and sentence and the use of is instead of are. (And, just to illustrate the perils
of hyperliteracy, let it be noted that, through three years of drafts, I referred

to the choice of is and are as a matter of "subject-verb agreement.") The
fourth error resists detection, until one assesses the truth value of the sentence itself the fourth error is that there are not four errors, only three.
Such a sentence (Hofstadter calls it a "self-referencing sentence") asks you
to look at it in two ways, simultaneously as statement and as linguistic artifactin other words, to exercise metalinguistic awareness.
A broad range of cross-cultural studies suggest that metalinguistic awareness is a defining feature of print literacy. Thus Sylvia Scribner and Michael
Cole, working with the triliterate Vai of Liberia (variously literate in English,
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through schooling; in Arabic, for religious purposes; and in an indigenous
Vai script, used for personal affairs), find that metalinguistic awareness,
broadly conceived, is the only cognitive skill underlying each of the three literacies. The one statistically significant skill. shared by literate Vai was the

recognition of word boundaries. Moreover, literate Vai tended to answer
"yes" when asked (in Vai), "Can you call the sun the moon and the moon the
sun?" while illiterate Vai tended to have grave doubts about such metalin-

guistic play. And in the United States Henry and Lila R. Gleitman report
quite different responses by clerical workers and PhD candidates asked to interpret nonsense compounds like "house-bird glass": clerical workers focused

on meaning and plausibility (for example, "a house-bird made of glass"),
while PhD candidates focused on syntax (for example, "a very small drinking
cup for canaries" or "a glass that protects house-birds").24 More general research findings suggest a clear relationship between measures of metalinguistic awareness and measures of literacy leve1.25 William Labov, speculating on

literacy acquisition in inner-city ghettoes, contrasts "stimulus-bound" and
"language-bound" individuals, suggesting that the latter seem to master literacy more easily.26 The analysis here suggests that the causal relationship
works the other way, that it is the mastery of written language that increases
one's awareness of language as language.

This analysis has two implications. First, it makes the question of socially nonstandard dialects, always implicit in discussions of teaching formal
grammar, into a non-issue.27 Native speakers of English, regardless of dialect, show tacit mastery of the conventions of Standard English, and that
mastery seems to transfer into abstract orthographic knowledge through interaction with print.28 Developing writers show the same patterning of errors, regardless of dialect.29 Studies of reading and of writing suggest that
surface features of spoken dialect are simply irrelevant to mastering print literacy.30 Print is a complex cultural codeor better yet, a system of codes
and my bet is that, regardless of instruction, one masters those codes from
the top ddwn, from pragmatic questions of voice, tone, audience, register,
and rhetorical strategy, not from the bottom up, from grammar to usage to
fixed forms of organization.
Second, this analysis forces us to posit multiple literacies, used for multiple purposes, rather than a single static literacy, engraved in "rules of grammar." These multiple literacies are evident in cross-cultural studies.31 They
are equally evident when we inquire into the uses of literacy in American
communities.32 Further, given that students, at all levels, show widely variant interactions with print literacy, there would seem to be little to do with

grammarwith Grammar 2 or with Grammar 4that we could isolate as a
basis for formal instruction.33
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GRAMMAR 5: STYLISTIC GRAMMAR
Similarly, when we turn to Grammar 5, "grammatical terms used in the interest of teaching prose style," so central to Martha Kolln's argument for
teaching formal grammar, we find that the grammar issue is simply beside
the point. There are two fully-articulated positions about "stylistic grammar," which I will label "romantic" and "classic," following Richard LloydJones and Richard E. Young.34 The romantic position is that stylistic
grammars, though perhaps useful for teachers, have little place in the teaching of composition, for students must struggle with and through language to-

ward meaning. This position rests on a theory of language ultimately
philosophical rather than linguistic (witness, for example, the contempt for
linguists in Ann Berthoff's The Making of Meaning: Metaphors, Models, and
Maxims for Writing Teachers [Montclair, N.J.: Boynton/Cook, 1981]); it is
articulated as a theory of style by Donald A. Murray and, on somewhat different grounds (that stylistic grammars encourage overuse of the monitor),
by Ian Pringle. The classic position, on the other hand, is that we can find
ways to offer developing writers helpful suggestions about prose style, sug.

gestions such as Francis Christensen's emphasis on the cumulative sentence, developed by observing the practice of skilled writers, and Joseph
Williams' advice about predication, developed by psycholinguistic studies of
comprehension.35 James A. Berlin's recent survey of composition theory
(CE, 45 [1982], 765-777) probably understates the gulf between these two
positions and the radically different conceptions of language that underlie
them, but it does establish that they share an overriding assumption in common: that one learns to control the language of print by manipulating language in meaningful contexts, not by learning about language in isolation,
as by the study of formal grammar. Thus even classic theorists, who choose
to present a vocabulary of style to students, do so only as a vehicle for encouraging productive control of communicative structures.
We might put the matter in the following terms. Writers need to develop

skills at two levels. One, broadly rhetorical, involves communication in
meaningful contexts (the strategies, registers, and procedures of discourse
across a range of modes, audiences, contexts, and purposes). The other,
broadly metalinguistic rather than linguistic, involves active manipulation
of language with conscious attention to surface form. This second level may
be developed tacitly, as a natural adjunct to developing rhetorical competenciesI take this to be the position of romantic theorists. It may be devel-

oiled formally, by manipulating language for stylistic effect, and such
manipulation may involve, for pedagogical continuity, a vocabulary of style.
But it is primarily developed by any kind of language activity that enhances
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the awareness of language as language.36 David T. Hakes, summarizing the

research on metalinguistic awareness, notes how far we are from understanding this process:
the optimal conditions for becoming metalinguistically competent involve

growing up in a literate environment with adult models who are themselves metalinguistically competent and who foster the growth of that competence in a variety of ways as yet little understood. ("The Development of
Metalinguistic Abilities," p. 205: see footnote 25)

Such a model places language, at all levels, at the center of the curriculum,
but not as "necessary categories and labels" (Kolln, "Closing the Books on
Alchemy," p. 150), but as literal stuff, verbal clay, to be molded and probed,
shaped and reshaped, and, above all, enjoyed.

THE TRADITION OF EXPERIMENTAL RESEARCH
Thus, when we turn back to experimental research on the value of formal
grammar instruction, we do so with firm predictions given us by our theory
of language. Our theory would predict that formal grammar instruction,
whether instruction in scientific grammar or instruction in "the common
school grammar," would have little to do with control over surface correctness nor with quality of writing. It would predict that any form of active involvement with language would be preferable to instruction in rules or
definitions (or incantations). In essence, this is what the research tells us. In
1893, the Committee of Ten (Report of the Committee of Ten on Secondary

School Studies [Washington, D.C.: U.S. Government Printing Office,
1893]) put grammar at the center of the English curriculum, and its report
established the rigidly sequential mode of instruction common for the. last
century. But the committee explicitly noted that grammar instruction did
not aid correctness, arguing instead that it improved the ability to think logically (an argument developed from the role of the "grammarian" in the
classical rhetorical tradition, essentially a teacher of literaturesee, for example, the etymology of grammar in the Oxford English Dictionary).
But Franklin S. Hoyt, in a 1906 experiment, found no relationship between the study of grammar and the ability to think logically; his research
led him to conclude what I am constrained to argue more than seventyfive years later, that there is no "relationship between a knowledge of technical grammar and the ability to use English and to interpret language"
("The Place of Grammar in the Elementary Curriculum," Teachers Col204
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lege Record, 7 [1906], 483-484). Later studies, through the 1920s, focused

on the relationship of knowledge of grammar and ability to recognize
error; experiments reported by James Boraas in 1917 and by William Asker
in 1923 are typical of those that reported no correlation. In the 1930s, with
the development of the functional grammar movement, it was common to
compare the study of formal grammar with one form or another of active

manipulation of language; experiments by I. 0. Ash in 1935 and Ellen
Frogner in 1939 are typical of studies showing the superiority of active in-

volvement with language.37 In a 1959 article, "Grammar in Language
Teaching" (Elementary English, 36 [1959], 412-421), John J. DeBoer
noted the consistency of these findings.
The impressive fact is
that in all these studies, carried out in places and
at times far removed from each other, often by highly experienced and disinterested investigators, the results have been consistently negative so far as
.

.

the value of grammar in the improvement of language expression is concerned. (p. 417)

In 1960 Ingrid M. Strom, reviewing more than fifty experimental studies,
came to a similarly strong and unqualified conclusion:
direct methods of instruction, focusing on writing activities and the structuring of ideas, are more efficient in teaching sentence structure, usage,
punctuation, and other related factors than are such methods as nomenclature drill, diagramming, and rote memorization of grammatical rules.38

In 1963 two research reviews appeared, one by Braddock, Lloyd-Jones, and
Schorer, cited at the beginning of this paper, and one by Henry C. Meckel,
whose conclusions, though more guarded, are in essential agreement.39 In
1969 J. Stephen Sherwin devoted one-fourth of his Four Problems in Teaching English: A Critique of Research (Scranton, Penn.: International Textbook, 1969) to the grammar issue, concluding that "instruction in formal
grammar is an ineffective way to help students achieve proficiency in writing" (p. 135). Some early experiments in sentence combining, such as those

by Donald R. Bateman and Frank J. Zidonnis and by John C. Mellon,
showed improvement in measures of syntactic complexity with instruction
in transformational grammar keyed to sentence combining practice. But a
later study by Frank O'Hare achieved the same gains with no grammar instruction, suggesting to Sandra L. Stotsky and to Richard Van de Veghe that
active manipulation of language, not the grammar unit, explained the earlier results.4° More recent summaries of researchby Elizabeth I. Haynes,
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Hillary Taylor Holbrook, and Marcia Farr Whitemansupport similar conclusions. Indirect evidence for this position is provided by surveys reported
by Betty Bamberg in 1978 and 1981, showing that time spent in grammar
instruction in high school is the least important factor, of eight factors examined, in separating regular from remedial writers at the college level.'"
More generally, Patrick Scott and Bruce Cashier, in "Reference Sources
for Composition Research: A Practical Survey" (CE, 45 [1983], 756-768),
note that much current research is not informed by an awareness of the past.
Put simply, we are constrained to reinvent the wheel. My concern here has
been with a far more serious problem: that too often the wheel we reinvent
is square.

It is, aftei all, a question of power. Janet Emig, developing a consensus
from composition research, and Aaron S. Carton and Lawrence V. Castiglione, developing the implications of language theory for education,
come to the same conclusion: that the thrust of current research and theory
is to take power from the teacher and to give that power to the learner.42 At
no point in the English curriculum is the question of power more blatantly
posed than in the issue of formal grammar instruction. It is time that we, as
teachers, formulate theories of language and literacy and let those theories
guide our teaching, and it is time that we, as researchers, move on to more
interesting areas of inquiry.
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Coherence, Cohesion,
and Writing Quality
STEPHEN P. WITTE AND LESTER FAIGLEY

A question of continuing interest to researchers in writing is what internal
characteristics distinguish essays ranked high and low in overall quality. Em=

pirical research at the college level has for the most part taken two approaches to this question, examining errors and syntactic features2 while
generally ignoring the features of texts that extend across sentence boundaries.3 Neither the error approach nor the syntactic approach has been entirely satisfactory. For example, Elaine Maimon and Barbara Nodine's
sentence-combining experiment suggests that, as is true when other skills
and processes are learned, certain kinds of errors accompany certain stages
in learning to write.4 Because the sources of error in written discourse are
often complex and difficult to trace, researchers can conclude little more
than what is obvious: low-rated papers usually contain far more errors than
high-rated papers. With regard to syntax, Ann Gebhard found that with few
exceptions the syntactic features of high- and low-rated essays written by college students are not clearly differentiated. Indeed, research in writing qual-

ity based on conventions of written English and on theories of syntax,
particularly transformational grammar, has not provided specific directions
for the teaching of writing.
Such results come as no surprise in light of much current research in
written discourse. This researchpublished in such fields as linguistics, cybernetics, anthropology, psychology, and artificial intelligenceaddresses
questions, concerned with extended discourse rather than with individual
sentences, questions about how humans produce and understand discourse
Reprinted from College Composition and Communication 32.2 (May 1981): 189-204. Used
with permission.
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units often referred to as texts. 5 One such effort that has attracted the attention of researchers in writing is M. A. K. Halliday and Rugaiya Hasan's Cohesion in English.6 Although Halliday and Hasan do not propose a theory of
text structure or examine how humans produce texts, they do attempt to define the concept of text. To them a text is a semantic unit, the parts of which
are linked together by explicit cohesive ties. Cohesion, therefore, defines a
text as text. A cohesive tie "is a semantic relation between an element in a
text and some other element that is crucial to the interpretation of it" (p. 8).
The two semantically connected elements can lie within the text or one element can lie outside the text. Halliday and Hasan call within-text cohesive
ties endophoric and references to items outside the text exophoric. An example of an exophoric reference is the editorial "we" in a newspaper. Such references are exophoric because no antecedent is recoverable within the text.
Exophoric references often help link a text to its situational context; but, as
far as Halliday and Hasan are concerned, exophoric references do not contribute to the cohesion of a text. For Halliday and Hasan, cohesion depends
upon lexical and grammatical relationships that allow sentence sequences

to be understood as connected discourse rather than as autonomous sentences. Even though within-sentence cohesive ties do occur, the cohesive
ties across "sentence boundaries" are those which allow sequences of sentences to be understood as a text.
Halliday and Hasan's concept of textuality, defined with reference to relationships that obtain across "sentence boundaries," suggests a number of
possibilities for extending composition research beyond its frequent moor-

ings in sentence-level operations and features. The major purpose of the
present study is to apply two taxonomies of cohesive ties developed by Halliday and Hasan to an analysis of essays of college freshmen rated high and
low in quality. Because Cohesion in English is a pioneering effort to describe
relationships between and among sentences in text, we anticipate that cohe-

sion will be studied in future research addressing the linguistic features of
written texts. We are particularly interested in identifying what purposes
Halliday and Hasan's taxonomies can serve in composition research and
what purposes they cannot serve.

HALLIDAY AND HASAN'S SYSTEM FOR ANALYZING
AND CLASSIFYING COHESIVE TIES
Cohesion in English specifies five major classes of cohesive ties, nineteen
subclasses, and numerous sub-subclasses. In the analysis of cohesion which
follows, we will be concerned with only the five major classesreference,
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substitution, ellipsis, conjunction, and lexical reiteration and collocation
and their respective subclasses. Two of the major classessubstitution and ellipsisare more frequent in conversation than in written discourse.
Substitution replaces one element with another which is not a personal pronoun, and ellipsis involves a deletion of a word, phrase, or clause. The effect
of both substitution and ellipsis is to extend the textual or semantic domain of
one sentence to a subsequent sentence. The word one in sentence (2) illustrates cohesion based on substitution and the word do in sentence (4) illustrates cohesion based on ellipsis.

Substitution
1.

Did you ever find a lawnmower?

2. Yes, I borrowed one from my neighbor.

Ellipsis

3. Do you want to go with me to the store?
4. Yes, I do.

The remaining three categories include the bulk of explicit cohesive ties in
written English. The categories of reference and conjunction contain ties
that are both grammatical and lexical. Lexical reiteration and -collocation is
restricted to ties which are presumably only lexical.
Reference cohesion occurs when one item in a text points to another element for its interpretation. Reference ties are of three types: pronominals,
demonstratives and definite articles, and comparatives. Each of the sentence
pairs below illustrates a different type of reference cohesion.
Reference Cohesion (Pronominal)

5. At home, my father is himself.

6. He relaxes and acts in his normal manner.
Reference Cohesion (Demonstratives)

7. We question why they tell us to do things.
8. This is part of growing up.
Reference Cohesion (Definite Article)

9. Humans have many needs, both physical and intangible.
10.

It is easy to see the physical needs such as food and shelter.
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Reference Cohesion (Comparatives)

11. The older generation is often quick to condemn college students
for being carefree and irresponsible.
12. But those who remember their own youth do so less quickly.

The interpretation of the underlined elements in sentences (6), (8), (10),
and (12) depends in each case upon presupposed information contained in
the sentences immediately above it.
A fourth major class of cohesive ties frequent in writing is conjunction.
Conjunctive elements are not in themselves cohesive, but they do "express

certain meanings which presuppose the presence of other components in
the discourse" (p. 226). Halliday and Hasan distinguish five types of conjunctive cohesionadditive, adversative, causal, temporal, and continuative.
Examples of these subclasses of conjunctive cohesion appear below and illustrate how conjunctive cohesion extends the meaning of one sentence to a
subsequent one.
Conjunctive Cohesion (Additive)

13. No one wants to be rejected.
14. And to prevent rejection we change our behavior often.
Conjunctive Cohesion (Adversative)
15.

Small children usually change their behavior because they want
something they don't have.

16. Carol, however, changed her behavior because she wanted to be-

come part of a new group.

Conjunctive Cohesion (Causal)
17. Today's society sets the standards.

18. The people more or less follow it [sic].
19.

Consequently, there exists the right behavior for the specific situation at hand.

Conjunctive Cohesion (Temporal)

20. A friend of mine went to an out-of-state college.
21. Before she left, she expressed her feelings about playing roles to win
new friends.
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Conjunctive Cohesion (Continuative)
22. Different social situations call for different behaviors.

23. This is something we all learn as children and we, of course, also
learn which behaviors are right for which situations.

Coordinating conjunctions (such as and, but, and so), conjunctive adverbs
(such as however, consequently, and moreover), and certain temporal adverbs
and subordinating conjunctions (such as before, after, and now) supply cohesive ties across sentence boundaries.
The last major class of cohesive ties includes those based on lexical relationships. Lexical cohesion differs from reference cohesion and conjunctive

cohesion because every lexical item is potentially cohesive and because
nothing in the occurrence of a given lexical item necessarily makes it cohesive. If we were to encounter the word this in a text, we would either supply
a referent from our working memory of the text or reread the text to find a
referent. Similarly, when we encounter a conjunctive adverb such as however, we attempt to establish an adversative relationship between two text
elements. In contrast, lexical cohesion depends on some "patterned occurrence of lexical items" (p. 288). Consider the following sentences adapted
from a mountaineering guidebook:

24. The ascent up the Emmons Glacier on Mt. Rainier is long but relatively easy.

25. The only usual problem in the climb is finding a route through the
numerous crevasses above Steamboat Prow.
26. In late season a bergschrund may develop at the 13,000-foot level,
which is customarily bypassed to the right.
Three cohesive chains bind together this short text. The first chain (ascent,
climb, finding a route, bypassed to the right) carries the topicthe way up

the mountain. The second and third chains give the setting (Glacier,
crevasses, bergschrund) (Mt. Rainier, Steamboat Prow, 13,000-foot level).
These chains give clues to the interpretation of unfamiliar items. For most
readers, Steamboat Prow is unknown, but one can infer that it is a feature on
Mt. Rainier. Similarly, bergschrund is a technical term referring to a crevasse
at the head of a glacier where the moving ice breaks apart from the station-

ary ice clinging to the mountain. In this text, a reader can infer that
bergschrunds are associated with glaciers and that they present some type of
obstacle to climbers, even without the final clause in (26).
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Lexical cohesion is the predominant means of connecting sentences in
discourse. Halliday and Hasan identify two major subclasses of lexical cohesion: reiteration and collocation. Reiteration is in turn divided into four subclasses, ranging from repetition of the same item to repetition through the
use of a synonym or near:synonym, a superordinate item, or a general item.
Lexical reiteration is usually easy to identify. An example of synonomy occurs in (25) and (26) with the pairing of ascent and climb. The three other
subclasses are illustrated in the following student example:
Lexical Reiteration (Same Item), (Superordinate), and (General Item)

27. Some professional tennis players, for example, grandstand, using
obscene gestures and language to call attention to themselves.
28. Other professional athletes do similar things, such as spiking a football in the end zone, to attract attention.

In (28), professional athletes is, in this case, a superordinate term for professional tennis players. Professional athletes in other sports are encompassed

by the term. Things, in contrast, is a general term. Here things is used to
refer anaphorically to two behaviors, "using obscene gestures and language."
While superordinates are names of specific classes of objects, general terms
are even more inclusive, not restricted to a specific set of objects. The other

type of lexical reiteration, illustrated by sentences (27) and (28), is sameitem repetition: attention is simply repeated.
All the lexical cohesive relationships which cannot be properly subsumed under lexical reiteration are included in a "miscellaneous" class
called collocation. Collocation refers to lexical cohesion "that is achieved
.

through the association of lexical items that regularly co-occur" (p. 284). Lexical cohesion through collocation is the most difficult type of cohesion to analyze because items said to collocate involve neither repetition, syn'onomy,
superordination, nor mention of general items. What is important is that the

items said to collocate "share the same lexical environment" (p. 286). The
following student example illustrates this principle:
Lexical Cohesion (Collocation)

29. On a camping trip with their parents, teenagers willingly do the
household chores that they resist at home.
30. They gather wood for a fire, help put up the tent, and carry water
from a creek or lake.
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Although the underlined items in (30) are presented as the "camping trip"
equivalents of household chores, the cohesion between sentences (29) and
(30) results more directly from the associations of the underlined items with
camping trip. The underlined items in sentence (30) collocate with camping trip in sentence (29). The mountaineering guidebook passage, however,
is much more difficult to analyze. For one of the authors of the present article, antecedent knowledge of mountaineering allows Steamboat Prow to
collocate with Mt. Rainier and bergschrund to collocate with glacier. For the
other author, neither pair is lexically related by collocation apart from the
text where they are connected by inference. We will return to this problem
later in this essay.

In addition to the taxonomy that allows cohesive ties to be classified according to function, Halliday and Hasan introduce a second taxonomy. This

second taxonomy allows cohesive ties to be classified according to the
amount of text spanned by the presupposed and presupposing elements of a
given tie. Halliday and Hasan posit four such "text-span" classes. Membership in a class is determined by the number of T' units a given cohesive tie
spans.? Taken together, the two taxonomies Halliday and Hasan present
allow any given cohesive tie to be classified in two different ways, one ac-

cording to function and one according to distance. The four "text-span"
classes contained in Halliday and Hasan's second taxonomy are illustrated
in the following paragraph from a student paper:
Text-Span Classes (Immediate, Mediated, Remote, Mediated-Remote)

31. Respect is one reason people change their behavior.
32. For example, one does not speak with his boss as he would talk to a
friend or co-worker.
33. One might use four-letter words in talking to a co-worker, but probably not in talking to his boss.
34. In talking to teachers or doctors, people also use bigger words than
normal.
35. Although the situation is different than when one speaks with a boss
or a doctor, one often talks with a minister or priest different [sic]
than he talks with friends or family.
36. With the family, most people use a different language when they
talk to parents or grandparents than when they talk to younger
brothers and sisters.
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37. People's ability to use language in different ways allows them to
show the respect they should toward different people, whether they
are professionals, family members, clergy, friends and co-workers,
or bosses.

Immediate cohesive ties semantically linked adjacent T-units. The repetition of doctor in sentences (34) and (35) creates an immediate tie, forcing
the reader to assimilate the content of (34) into the content of (35). In contrast, the repetition of family in sentences (35), (36), and (37) forms a mediated tie. The semantic bridge established by the occurrence of family in (35)
and (37) is channelled through or mediated by the repetition of family in
(36). The cohesive tie involving the repetition of family is not simply a series
of immediate ties, because once a lexical item appears in a text all subsequent uses of that item presuppose the first appearance. Immediate and me-

diated ties join items in adjacent T-units. Such ties enable writers

to

introdUce a concept in one T-unit and to extend, modify, or clarify that concept in subsequent and successive T-units.
Remote ties, on the other hand, result when the two elements of a tie are
separated by one or more intervening T-units. The tie between respect in
(31) and (37) is remote; here the repetition of the word signals to the reader
that the semantic unit represented by the paragraph is now complete. Finally, ties which are both mediated and remote are called mediated-remote.
An example of this type of cohesive tie appears in the repetition of bosses in
sentences (32), (33), (35), and (37). Here the presupposing bosses in (37) is
separated from the presupposed boss in (32) by intervening T-units (34) and
(36) which contain no element relevant to the particular cohesive tie. Thus
the tie is remote. However, the presupposing bosses is also mediated through
repetitions of boss in (33) and (35). Hence the term mediated-remote. Skilled
writers use mediated-remote ties to interweave key "themes" within the text.

ANALYSIS OF STUDENT ESSAYS
To explore the usefulness of Halliday and Hasan's theory of cohesion in writing research, we used their two taxonomies in an analysis of ten student essays. These essays were written by beginning University of Texas freshmen
on the "changes in behavior" topic used in the Miami University sentencecombining experiment.8 From 90 essays which had been rated holistically
by two readers on a four-point scale, we selected five essays given the lowest

score by both raters and five essays given the highest score. We analyzed
these ten essays according to categories of error and according to syntactic
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features, as well as according to the number and types of cohesive ties. Our
analyses of error and content variables yielded results similar to those other

researchers have reported that high-rated essays are longer and contain
larger 1 -units and clauses, more nonrestrictive modifiers, and fewer errors.9

We anticipated that an analysis of cohesive ties in the high- and lowrated essays would reveal similar gross differences. The results of our analysis

confirmed this expectation. At the most general level of analysis, the high
rated essays are much more dense in cohesion than the low-rated essays. In
the low-rated essays, a cohesive tie of some type occurs once every 4.9 words;

in the high-rated essays, a tie occurs once every 3.2 words, a difference in
mean frequency of 1.7 words. Likewise, a large difference in the mean number of cohesive ties per T-unit appears, with 2.4 ties per 'T-unit in the lowrated essays and 5.2 ties per T-unit in the high-rated essays. The figures for
this and the preceding index, however, are not precisely comparable because the T-units in the high-rated essays are, on the average, 1.64 words
longer than those in the low-rated essays. By dividing the number of cohesive ties in an essay set by the number of words in that set, we arrived at an
other general index of cohesive density. In the high-rated essays, 31.7% of all
words contribute to explicit cohesive ties while only 20.4% of the words in
the low-rated essays contribute to such ties.
The ways in which writers of the high- and low-rated essays form cohesive ties also distinguish the two groups of five essays from each other. Writers
of the high-rated essays use a substantially higher relative percentage of immediate (High: 41.6%/Low: 32.8%) and mediated (High: 7.6%/Low: 0.8%)
cohesive ties than do the writers of the low-rated essays. On the other hand,
writers of the low-rated essays use more mediated-remote (High: 25.9%/Low:
36.7%) and remote ties (High: 26.9%/Low: 29.7%). These percentages allow
us to focus on some crucial differences between the two essay sets. The larger
relative percentage of immediate cohesive ties in the high-rated essays suggests, among other things, that the better writers tend to establish stronger cohesive bonds between individual T-units than do the writers of the low-rated
essays. Analyses of reference and conjunctive cohesion support this observation. Writers of high-rated essays employ reference cohesion about twice as
often, 84.1 times to 47.8 times per 100 T-units, as the writers of low-rated papers. The largest difference in the occurrence of referential cohesion is re-

flected in the higher frequency of third-person pronouns in the high-rated
essays (High: 25.1 per 100 T-units/Low: 5.1 per 100 T-units). This lower frequency of third-person pronouns in the low-rated essays may be a direct result
of the less skilled writers' attempts to avoid errors such as ambiguous pronoun
reference. Because third-person pronouns usually refer back to the T-unit immediately preceding, we can infer that the writers of high-rated essays more
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often elaborate, in subsequent and adjacent T-units, topics introduced in a
given T-unit.

Also contributing importantly to the greater use of immediate cohesive
ties is the frequency with which the more skillful writers use conjunction to
link individual T-units. Conjunctive ties most often result in immediate cohesive ties between T-units. It is not surprising, then, to find that the writers
of high-rated essays employ over three times as many conjunctive ties (High:
65.4 per 100 T-units/Low: 20.4 per 100 T-units) as the writers of low-rated essays. Neither is it surprising to discover that the more skillful writers employ
all five types of conjunction while the less skillful writers use only three. As
is the case with pronominal references that cross T-unit boundaries, conjunctives are most often used to extend concepts introduced in one T-unit to
other T-units which follow immediately in the text. Thus the more skillful
writers appear to extend the concept introduced in a given T-unit considerably more often than do the less skillful writers. One major effect of such se-,

mantic. extensions is, of course, essay length; and this finding helps to
explain why the high-rated essays are, on the average, 375 words longer than
the low-rated essays.
The relative frequency of lexical cohesion gives another indication that
the writers of high-rated essays are better able to expand and connect their
ideas than the writers of the low-rated essays. By far the largest number ofcohesive ties, about two-thirds of the total ties for both the high and low sam-

ples, fall into the general category of lexical cohesion. Writers of the
high-rated essays create some type of lexical tie 340 times per 100 T-units or
every 4.8 words. Writers of the low-rated essays, however, manage a lexical
tie just 161 times per 100 T-units or every 7.4 words. The majority of lexical
ties (65%) in the low essays are repetitions of the same item. This distribution is reflected to a smaller degree in the high essays, where 52% of the total
lexical ties fall into the same item subcategory. Writers of high-rated essays,
however, form many more lexical collocations. Lexical collocations appear
94 times per 100 T-units in the high-rated essays in contrast to 28.8 times per
100 T-units in the low-rated essays.

COHESION AND INVENTION
These cohesion profiles suggest to us an important difference between the
invention skills of the two groups of writers. The better writers seem to have
a better command of invention skills that allow them to elaborate and extend the concepts they introduce. The poorer writers, in contrast, appear de-
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ficient in these skills. Their essays display a much higher degree of lexical
and conceptual redundancy. The high percentage of lexical redundancy
and the low frequency of lexical collocation in the low-rated essays are indications of this difference. The text-span categories also point to this difference. In the low-rated essays two-thirds of the cohesive ties are interrupted
tiesmediated-remote or remote tieswhich reach back across one or more
T-units, indicating that the writers of the low-rated essays generally fail to
elaborate and extend concepts through successive T-units.
The larger proportion of interrupted ties in the low-rated papers strongly
suggests that substantially less new information or semantic content is introduced during the course of a low-rated essay than during the course of a
high-rated essay. If more new information had been introduced in the lowrated essays, the writers would have had to rely more heavily than they did
on immediate and mediated cohesive ties in order to integrate, to weave, the
new information into the text. The writers of the low-rated papers tend more
toward reiteration of previously introduced information than do the writers
of the high-rated papers. Indeed, in reading the low-rated essays one can not
help noting a good deal of what might be called conceptual and lexical redundancy. The following example illustrates this characteristic:
Some people have to change their behavior around different acquaintances.
One reason is that they want to make a good impression on others. You have
to act different in front of a person who is giving you a job interview because
you want to make a good impression. You, most of the time, act differently
to fit in a crowd. You will change your behavior to get people to like you.
You change your behavior to agree with peoples [sic] in the crowd.

This paragraph from a low-rated paper has a fairly Strong beginning: it states
a topic in the first sentence, modifies that topic in the second sentence, illus-

trates the topic in the third sentence, and gives another example in the
fourth sentence. The next two sentences, however, simply reiterate what is
said in the fourth sentence. The principal lexical items in the last two sentenceschange, behavior, people, and crowdare repetitions of items introduced earlier in the paragraph and offer little new information. Although for
purposes of attaining cohesion in a text some redundancy is a virtue, the redundancy in the low-rated essays seems to be a flaw because these writers
failed to supply additional information at the point where it would be expected to appear. Had this additional information been supplied, the writers
would have had to use immediate and mediated ties in order to connect it to
the rest of the text.
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Compare the previous example paragraph from a low-rated paper with
the following paragraph from a high-rated paper.
It is a job that really changes our behavior. Among other changes, we
change the way we dress. In many jobs college graduates want to look responsible and mature, projecting an image of competence. The college
student who wore faded blue jeans is now in three-piece suits. He feels the
need to be approved of and accepted by his boss and associates. While he
talked of socialism in college, he now reaps the profits of capitalism. While
in college he demanded honesty in the words and actions of others, on the
job he is willing to `kiss ass" to make friends or get a promotion. Indeed,
working can change behavior.

Notice that in the paragraph from the high-rated paper, behavior is repeated
only one time. Yet the reader never questions that the paragraph is about
changes in behavior. The writer repeatedly supplies examples of types of behavior, which are linked to the topic by a series of lexical collocations (e.g.,
behavior, dress, look responsible, blue jeans, three-piece suits). Clearly, the
paragraph from the high-rated paper extends the semantic domain of the
concept behavior to include a number of differentiated lexical items. Lowrated papers rarely show such extended series of collocations.
Analyses of cohesion thus measure some aspects of invention skills. The
low-rated essays stall frequently, repeating ideas instead of elaborating them.
Our analyses also suggest that the writers of the low-rated papers do not have
working vocabularies capable of extending, in ways prerequisite for good
writing, the concepts and ideas they introduce in their essays. Indeed, skill

in invention, in discovering what to say about a particular topic, may depend in ways yet unexplored on the prior development of adequate working
vocabularies. If students do not have in their working vocabularies the lexical items required to extend, explore, or elaborate the concepts they introduce, practice in invention can have only a limited effect on overall writing
quality.

Our analyses further point to the underdevelopment of certain cognitive
skills among the writers of the low-rated papers. The low-rated papers not
only exhibit a great deal of redundancy, but (as noted earlier) also include
relatively fewer conjunctive and reference ties and immediate and mediated
ties. Besides lacking adequate vocabularies, writers of the low-rated essays
seem to lack in part the ability to perceive and articulate abstract concepts
with reference to particular instances, to perceive relationships among
ideas, and to reach beyond the worlds of their immediate experience.
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All this is to suggest that analyses of cohesion may be potentially useful
in distinguishing between stages of writing development. Clearly, cohesion
analyses measure more sophisticated aspects of language development than
do error analyses and syntactic analyses. Cohesion analyses also give us
some concrete ways of addressing some of the differences between good and
poor writing, differences which heretofore could not be explained either to
ourselves or to our students in any but the most abstract ways. We thus anticipate that Halliday and Hasan's taxonomies can be usefully applied in developmental studies as well as in studies such as the present one.

COHESION, COHERENCE, AND WRITING QUALITY
However promising cohesion analysis appears as a research tool and however encouraging the results of the present study seem, we feel that a number of important questions cannot be answered by analyzing cohesion. The
first of these questions concerns writing quality. The quality or "success" of a
text, we would argue, depends a great deal on factors outside the text itself,
factors which lie beyond the scope of cohesion analyses. Recall that Halliday and Hasan exclude exophoric, or outside-text, references from their taxonomy of explicit cohesive ties. We think that writing quality is in part
defined as the "fit" of a particular text to its context, which includes such
factors as the writer's purpose, the discourse medium, and the audience's
knowledge of an interest in the subjectthe factors which are the cornerstones of discourse theory and, mutatis mutandis, should be the cornerstones
of research in written composition.I° We are not alone in this view. Several

students of written discourseamong them Joseph Grimes," Teun van
Dijk,12 Nils Enkvist,13 and Robert de BeaugrandeI4distinguish cohesion
and coherence. They limit cohesion to explicit mechanisms in the text, both
the types of cohesive ties that Halliday and Hasan describe and other elements that bind texts such as parallelism, consistency of verb tense, and
what literary scholars have called "point of view."' 5 Coherence conditions,
on the other hand, allow a text to be understood in a real-world setting. Halliday and Hasan's theory does not accommodate real-world settings for written discourse or, consequently, the conditions through which texts become
coherent. We agree with Charles Fillmore's contention that
the scenes . . [audiences] construct for texts are partly justified by the lexical and grammatical materials in the text and partly by the interpreter's

own contributions, the latter being based on what he knows about the
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current context, what he knows about the world in general, and what he
assumes the speaker's intentions might be.16

Hence lexical collocations within a text are understood through cues which
the writer provides and through the reader's knowledge of general discourse
characteristics and of the world to which the discourse refers.
Thus lexical collocation is in all likelihood the subcategory of cohesion
that best indicates overall writing ability, as well as disclosing distinctions
among written texts that represent different discourse modes and purposes.
An examination of lexical cohesive ties shows how writers build ideas, how
they are able to take advantage of associations to weave together a text. But a
fundamental problem lies in the analysis of a writer's text. Whose collocations do we analyzethe reader's or the writer's? One simple proof that the
two do not always coincide can be found in the unintentional sexual references that students occasionally produce the kind that get passed around
the faculty coffee room.

Consider again the mountaineering guidebook passage in sentences
(24), (25), and (26). We have already established that for mountaineers and
glaciologists, bergschrund probably collocates with glacier, but for many
other persons the two items do not collocate. Yet a naive reader presented
this text probably would not stop to consult a dictionary for the lexical item,
bergschrund, but would infer from its context that it is some type of obstacle
to climbers and continue reading. Herbert Clark theorizes that we comprehend unknown items like bergschrund by drawing inferences.17 We make inferences on the basis of what we can gather from the explicit content and the

circumstances surrounding a text, through a tacit contract between the
writer and reader that the writer will provide only information relevant to
the current topic. In the case of the mountaineering passage, the circumstances of the text greatly affect our understanding of it. The type of texta
guidebookfollows a predictable organization, what has been called a
script in research on artificial intelligence.I8 The guidebook contains a series of topics with a clear, yet implicit, goal: to inform the reader how to get
to the top of a mountain. We expect the author to give us only information

relevant to the particular route. Accordingly, readers understand bergschrund as an obstacle through a combination of cuesovert signals in the
text such as the parallelism of the bergschrund sentence with the sentence
about crevasses above it and, for those readers familiar with the type of text,
implicit signals such as the following of the guidebook "script." Although

Halliday and Hasan do not include parallelism in their taxonomy, parallelism often creates a cohesive tie.
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Cohesion and coherence interact to a great degree, but a cohesive text
may be only minimally coherent. Thus cohesion-based distinctions between
texts rated high and low in quality can be misleading. Besides explicit links
within a text, a text must conform to a reader's expectations for particular
types of texts and the reader's knowledge of the world. A simple example will
illustrate this point:
38. The quarterback threw the ball toward the tight end.
39. Balls are used in many sports.

40. Most balls are spheres, but a football is an ellipsoid.

41. The tight end leaped to catch the ball.
Sentences (39) and (40), while cohesive, violate a coherence condition that
the writer provide only information relevant to the topic. The major problem with this short text is that a reader cannot construct what Fillmore calls
a real-world scene for it; that is, the text neither seems to have a clear purpose nor appears to meet the needs of any given audience. Because it has no
clear purpose, it lacks coherence, in spite of the cohesive ties which bind it
together. In addition to a cohesive unity, written texts must have a pragmatic
unity, a unity of a text and the world of the reader. A description of the fit of a
text to its context, as well as descriptions of what composition teachers call
writing quality, must specify a variety of coherence conditions, many of
them outside the text itself.

IMPLICATIONS FOR THE TEACHING
OF COMPOSITION
One implication of the present study is that if cohesion is better understood,
it can be better taught. At present, in most college writing classes, cohesion
is taught, explicitly or implicitly, either through exercises, classroom instruction, or comments on student papers. Many exercises not explicitly designed
to teach cohesion do in fact demand that students form cohesive ties. Open
sentence-combining exercises, for example, offer as much practice in form-

ing cohesive ties as they do in manipulating syntactic structures, a fact
which may explain the success of certain sentence-combining experiments
as well as the failure of research to link syntactic measures such as T-unit
and clause length to writing quality.I9 An open sentence-combining exercise
about Charlie Chaplin might contain a series of sentences beginning with
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the name Charlie Chaplin. Such an exercise would, at the very least, demand that students change most of the occurrences of Charlie Chaplin to
he in order to produce an acceptable text. Students working either from contextual cues or from their knowledge of Chaplin might also use phrases like

the comic genius or the little tramp to substitute for the proper name
Chaplin.
If cohesion is often implicitly incorporated in writing curricula, coherence is often ignored. A great portion of the advice in composition textbooks
stops at sentence boundaries. Numerous exercises teach clause and sentence structure in isolation, ignoring the textual, and the situational, considerations for using that structure. The passive is a classic example:
42. The police apprehended the suspect as he left the bank.
43. He is being held in the county jail.
43a. The police are holding the suspect in the county jail.

A student following her teacher's advice to avoid the passive construction
might revise sentence (43) to (43a). If she did so, she would violate the usual,
sequence of information in English, where the topic or "old" information is

presented first.2° In active sentences, such as (43a), where the object expresses the topic, a revision to the passive is often preferable. Avoiding the
passive with (43a) would also require the unnecessary and uneconomical
repetition of police and suspect. Consequently, maxims such as "Avoid pas,
sives" ignore the coherence conditions that govern the information structure
of a text.

Other discourse considerations are similarly ignored in traditional advice on how to achieve coherence. As E. K. Lybert and D. W. Cummings
have observed, the handbook injunction "Repeat key words and phrases"
often reduces coherence.2I Our analysis of cohesive ties in high- and lowrated essays substantiates Lybert and Cummings' point. While the low-rated
papers we examined contain fewer cohesive ties than the high-rated papers
in equivalent spans of text, the low-rated papers rely more heavily on lexical
repetition. Also contrary to a popular notion, frequent repetition of lexical
items does not necessarily increase readability. Roger Shuy and Donald
Larkin's recent study shows lexical redundancy to be a principal reason why
insurance policy language is difficult to read.22
Our analysis of cohesion suggests that cohesion is an important property
of writing quality. To some extent the types and frequencies of cohesive ties

seem to reflect the invention skills of student writers and to influence the
stylistic and organizational properties of the texts they write. However, our
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analysis also suggests that while cohesive relationships may ultimately affect

writing quality in some ways, there is no evidence to suggest that a large
number (or a small number) of cohesive ties of a particular type will positively affect writing quality. All discourse is context boundto the demands
of the subject matter, occasion, medium, and audience of the text. Cohesion defines those mechanisms that hold a text together, while coherence
defines those underlying semantic relations that allow a text to be understood and used. Consequently, coherence conditionsconditions governed
by the writer's purpose, the audience's knowledge and expectations, and the
information to be conveyedmilitate against prescriptive approaches to the
teaching of writing. Indeed, our exploration of what cohesion analyses can
and cannot measure in student writing points to the necessity of placing
writing exercises in the context of complete written texts. Just as exclusive
focus on syntax and other formal surface features in writing instruction
probably will not better the overall quality of college students' writing, neither will a narrow emphasis on cohesion probably produce significantly improved writing.23
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Contemporary Composition
The Major Pedagogical Theories
JAMES A. BERLIN

A number of articles attempting to make sense of the various approaches to
teaching composition have recently appeared. While all are worth consider-

ing, some promote a common assumption that I. am convinced is erroneous) Since all pedagogical approaches, it is argued, share a concern for
the elements of the composing processthat is, for writer, reality, reader,
and languagetheir only area of disagreement must involve the element or
elements that ought to be given the most attention. From this point of view,
the composing process is always and everywhere the same because writer,
reality, reader, and language are always and everywhere the same. Differences in teaching theories, then, are mere cavils about which of these features to emphasize in the classroom.
I would like to say at the start that I have no quarrel with the elements
that these investigators isolate as forming the composing process, and I plan
to use them myself. While it is established practice today to speak of the
composing process as a recursive activity involving prewriting, writing, and
rewriting, it is not difficult to see the writer-reality-audience-language rela-

tionship as underlying, at a deeper structural level, each of these three
stages. In fact, as I will later show, this deeper structure determines the shape

that instruction in prewriting, writing, and rewriting assumesor does not
assume, as is sometimes the case.
I do, however, strongly disagree with the contention that the differences
in approaches to teaching writing can be explained by attending to the de-

gree of emphasis given to universally defined elements of a universally
Reprinted from College English 44.8 (December 1982): 765-77. Used with permission.
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defined composing process. The differences in these teaching approaches
should instead be located in diverging definitions of the composing process
itselfthat is, in the way the elements that make up the processwriter, reality, audience, and languageare envisioned. Pedagogical theories in writing courses are grounded in rhetorical theories, and rhetorical theories do
not differ in the simple undue emphasis of writer or audience or reality or
language or some combination of these. Rhetorical theories differ from each
other in the way writer, reality, audience, and language are conceivedboth
as separate units and in the way the units relate to each other. In the case of
distinct pedagogical approaches, these four elements are likewise defined
and related so as to describe a different composing process, which is to say a
different world with different rules about what can be known, how it can be
known, and how it can be communicated. To teach writing is to argue for a
version of reality, and the best way of knowing and communicating itto
deal, as Paul Kameen has pointed out, in the metarhetorical realm of epistemology and linguistics.'- And all composition teachers are ineluctably operating in this realm, whether or not they consciously choose to do so.

Considering pedagogical theories along these lines has led me to see
groupings sometimes similar, sometimes at variance, with the schemes of
others. The terms chosen for these categories are intended to prevent confusion and to be self-explanatory. The four dominant groups I will discuss are
the Neo-Aristotelians or Classicists, the Positivists or Current-Traditionalists,
the Neo-Platonists or Expressionists, and the New Rhetoricians. As I have
said, I will be concerned in each case with the way that writer, reality, audi-

ence, and language have been defined and related so as to form a distinct
world construct with distinct rules for discovering and communicating
knowledge. I will then show how this epistemic complex makes for specific
directives about invention, arrangement,' and style (or prewriting, writing,
and rewriting). Finally, as the names for the groups suggest, I will briefly
trace the historical precedents of each, pointing to their roots in order to better understand their modern manifestations.
My reasons for presenting this analysis are not altogether disinterested. I
am convinced that the pedagogical approach of the New Rhetoricians is the
most intelligent and most practical alternative available, serving in every
way the best interests of our students. I am also concerned, however, that
writing teachers become more aware of the full significance of their pedagogical strategies. Not doing so can have disastrous consequences, ranging
from momentarily confusing students to sending them away with faulty and
even harmful information. The dismay students display about writing is, I
am convinced, at least occasionally the result of teachers unconsciously of-

fering contradictory advice about composingguidance grounded in as-

241

234

Contemporary Composition: The Major Pedagogical Theories

sumptions that simply do not square with each other. More important, as I
have already indicated and as I plan to explain in detail later on, in teaching
writing we are tacitly teaching a version of reality and the student's place
and mode of operation in it. Yet many teachers (and I suspect most) look
upon their vocations as the imparting of a largely mechanical skill, important only because it serves students in getting them through school and in
advancing them in their professions. This essay will argue that writing teachers are perforce given a responsibility that far exceeds this merely instrumental task.3

I begin with revivals of Aristotelian rhetoric not because they are a domi-

nant force todayfar from it. My main purpose in starting with them is to
show that many who say that they are followers of Aristotle are in truth opposed to his system in every sense. There is also the consideration that Aris-

totle has provided the technical language most often used in discussing
rhetoricso much so that it is all but impossible to talk intelligently about
the subject without knowing him.
In the Aristotelian scheme of things, the material world exists independently of the observer and is knowable through sense impressions. Since
sense impressions in themselves reveal nothing, however, to arrive at true
knowledge it is necessary for the mind to perform an operation upon sense
data. This operation is a function of reason and amounts to the appropriate
use of syllogistic reasoning, the system of logic that Aristotle himself developed and refilled. Providing the method for analyzing the material of any
discipline, this logic offers, as Marjorie Grene explains, "a set of general
rules for scientists (as Aristotle understood science) working each in his appropriate material. The rules are rules of validity, not psychological rules" (A
Portrait of Aristotle [London: Faber and Faber, 1963], p. 69). 'Truth exists in
conformance with the rules of logic, and logic is so thoroughly deductive
that even induction is regarded as an imperfect form of the syllogism. The
strictures imposed by logic, moreover, naturally arise out of the very structure of the mind and of the universe. In other words, there is a happy correspondence between the mind and the universe, so that, to cite Grene once
again, "As the world is, finally, so is the mind that knows it" (p. 234).
Reality for Aristotle can thus be known and communicated, with language serving as the unproblematic medium of discourse. There is an un-

complicated correspondence between the sign and the thing, andonce
again emphasizing the rationalthe process whereby sign and thing are
united is considered a mental act: words are not a part of the external world,
but both word and thing are a part of thought.4

Rhetoric is of course central to Aristotle's system. Like dialecticthe
method of discovering and communicating truth in learned discourse235
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rhetoric deals with the realm of the probable, with truth as discovered in the
areas of law, politics, and what might be called public virtue. Unlike scientific discoveries, truth in these realms can never be stated with absolute certainty, Still, approximations to truth are possible. The business of rhetoric

then is to enable the speakerAristotle's rhetoric is preeminently oralto
find the means necessary to persuade the audience of the truth. Thus
rhetoric is primarily concerned with the provision of inventional devices
whereby the speaker may discover his or her argument, with these devices
naturally falling into three categories: the rational, the emotional, and the
ethical. Since truth is rational, the first is paramount and is derived from the
rules of logic, albeit applied in the relaxed form of the enthymeme and example. Realizing that individuals are not always ruled by reason, however,
Aristotle provides advice on appealing to the emotions of the audience and
on presenting one's own character in the most favorable light, each considered with special regard for the audience and the occasion of the speech.
Aristotle's emphasis on invention leads to the neglect of commentary on
arrangement and style. The treatment of arrangement is at best sketchy, but
it does display Aristotle's reliance on the logical in its commitment to rational development. The section on style is more extensive and deserves special mention because it highlights Aristotle's rationalistic view of language, a
view no longer considered defensible. As R. H. Robins explains:
The word for Aristotle is thus the minimal meaningful unit. He further distinguishes the meaning of a word as an isolate from the meaning of a sentence; a word by itself "stands for" or "indicates"
something, but a
sentence affirms or denies a predicate of its subject, or says that its subject
exists or does not exist. One cannot now defend this doctrine of meaning.
It is based on the formal logic that Aristotle codified and, we might say, sterilized for generations. The notion that words have meaning just by stand.

.

.

ing for or indicating something, whether in the world at large or in the
human mind (both views are stated or suggested by Aristotle), leads to difficulties that have worried philosophers in many ages, and seriously distorts
linguistic and grammatical studies.5

It should be noted, however, that despite this unfavorable estimate, Robins
goes on to praise Aristotle as in some ways anticipating later developments in
inguistics.

Examples of Aristotelian rhetoric in the textbooks of today are few indeed. Edward P. J. Corbett's Classical Rhetoric for the Modern Student
(1971) and Richard Hughes and Albert Duhamel's Principles of Rhetoric
(1967) revive the tradition. Most textbooks that claim to be Aristotelian are
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operating within the paradigm of what has come to be known as CurrentTraditional Rhetoric, a category that might also be called the Positivist.
The Positivist or Current-Traditional group clearly dominates thinking
about writing instruction today. The evidence is the staggering number of

textbooks that yearly espouse

its

principles. The origins of Current-

Traditional Rhetoric, as Albert Kitzhaber showed in his dissertation (University of Washington, 1953) on "Rhetoric in American Colleges," can be found
in the late nineteenth-century rhetoric texts of A. S. Hill, Barett Wendell, and
John F. Genung. But its epistemological stance can be found in eighteenthcentury Scottish Common Sense Realism as expressed in the philosophy of

Thomas Reid and James Beattie, and in the rhetorical treatises of George
Campbell, Hugh Blair, and to a lesser extent, Richard Whately.
For Common Sense Realism, the certain existence of the material world
is indisputable. All knowledge is founded on the simple correspondence between sense impressions and the faculties of the mind. This so far sounds like
the Aristotelian world view, but is in fact a conscious departure from it. Corn-

mon Sense Realism denies the value of the deductive methodsyllogistic
reasoningin arriving at knowledge. Truth is instead discovered through induction alone. It is the individual sense impression that provides the basis on
which all knowledge can be built. Thus the new scientific logic of Locke replaces the old deductive logic of Aristotle as the method for understanding

experience. The world is still rational, but its system is to be discovered
through the experimental method, not through logical categories grounded
in a mental faculty. The state of affairs characterizing the emergence of the
new epistemology is succinctly summarized by Wilbur Samuel Howell:
The old science, as the disciples of Aristotle conceived of it at the end of
the seventeenth century, had considered its function to be that of subjecting traditional truths to syllogistic examination, and of accepting as new
truth only what could be proved to be consistent with the old. Under that
kind of arrangement, traditional logic had taught the methods of deductive
analysis, had perfected itself in the machinery of testing propositions for
consistency, and had served at the same time as the instrument by which
truths could be arranged so as to become intelligible and convincing to
The new science, as envisioned by its founder,
other learned men.
Francis Bacon, considered its function to be that of subjecting physical
and human facts to observation and experiment, and of accepting as new
truth only what could be shown to conform to the realities behind it.6
.

.

.

The rhetoric based on the new logic can be seen most clearly in George
Campbell's Philosophy of Rhetoric (1776) and Hugh Blair's Lectures on
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Rhetoric and Belles Lettres (1783). The old distinction between dialectic as
the discipline of learned discourse and rhetoric as the discipline of popular
discourse is destroyed. Rhetoric becomes the study of all forms of communication: scientific, philosophical, historical, political, legal, and even poetic.
An equally significant departure in this new rhetoric is that it contains no inventional system. Truth is to be discovered outside the rhetorical enterprise

through the method, usually the scientific method, of the appropriate
discipline, or, as in poetry and oratory, through genius.

The aim of rhetoric is to teach how to adapt the discourse to its hearersand here the uncomplicated correspondence of the faculties and the
world is emphasized. When the individual is freed from the biases of language, society, or history, the senses provide the mental faculties with a clear
and distinct image of the world. The world readily surrenders its meaning to

anyone who observes it properly, and no operation of the mindlogical or
otherwiseis needed to arrive at truth. To communicate, the speaker or
writerboth now includedneed only provide the language which corresponds either to the objects in the external world or to the ideas in his or her

own mindboth are essentially the samein such a way that it reproduces
the objects and the experience of them in the minds of the hearers (Cohen,
pp. 38-42). As Campbell explains, "Thus language and thought, like body
and soul, are made to correspond, and the qualities of the one exactly to cooperate with those of the other."7 The emphasis in this rhetoric is on adapting what has been discovered outside the rhetorical enterprise to the minds

of the hearers. The study of rhetoric thus focuses on developing skill in
arrangement and style.
Given this epistemological field in a rhetoric that takes all communication as its province, discourse tends to be organized according to the facul-

ties to which it appeals. A scheme that is at once relevant to current
composition theory and typical in its 'emulation of Campbell, Blair, and
Whately can be found in John Francis Genung's The Practical Elements of
Rhetoric (1886).8 For Genung the branches of discourse fall into four categories. The most "fundamental" mode appeals to understanding and is concerned with transmitting truth, examples of which are "history, biography,
fiction, essays, treatises, criticism." The second and third groups are descrip-

tion and narration, appealing again to the understanding, but leading the
reader to "feel the thought as well as think it." For Genung "the purest outcome" of this kind of writing is poetry. The fourth kind of discourse, "the
most complex literary type," is oratory. This kind is concerned with persuasion and makes its special appeal to the will, but in so doing involves all the
faculties. Genung goes on to create a further distinction that contributed to
the departmentalization of English and Speech and the division of English
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into literature and composition. Persuasion is restricted to considerations of
experts in the spoken language and poetry to discussions of literature teachers, now first appearing. College writing courses, on the other hand, are to
focus on discourse that appeals to the understandingexposition, narration,
description, and argumentation (distinct now from persuasion). It is significant, moreover, that college rhetoric is to be concerned solely with the com-

munication of truth that is certain and empirically verifiablein other
words, not probabilistic.
Genung, along with his contemporaries A. S. Hill and Barrett Wendell,

sets the pattern for most modern composition textbooks, and their works
show striking similarities to the vast majority of texts published today.9 It is
discouraging that generations after Freud and Einstein, college students are
encouraged to embrace a view of reality based on a mechanistic physics and

a nave faculty psychologyand all in the name of a convenient pedagogy.
The next theory of composition instruction to be considered arose as a
reaction to current-traditional rhetoric. Its clearest statements are located in
the work of Ken Macrorie, William Coles, Jr., James E. Miller and Stephen
Judy, and the so-called "Pre-Writing School" of D. Gordon Rohman, Albert
0. Wlecke, Clinton S. Burhans, and Donald Stewart (see Harrington, et al.,
pp. 645-647). Frequent assertions of this view, however, have appeared in
American public schools in the twentieth century under the veil of including "creative expression" in the English curriculum.10 The roots of this view

of rhetoric in America can be traced to Emerson and the Transcendentalists, and its ultimate source is to be found in Plato.
In the Platonic scheme, truth is not based on sensory experience since

the material world is always in flux and thus unreliable. Truth is instead
discovered through an internal apprehension, a private vision of a world
that transcends the physical. As Robert Cushman explains in Therepeia
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1958), "The central
theme of Platonism regarding knowledge is that truth is not brought to
man, but man to the truth" (p. 213). A striking corollary of this view is that
ultimate truth can be discovered by the individual, but cannot be communicated. Truth can be learned but not taught. The purpose of rhetoric then
becomes not the transmission of truth, but the correction of error, the removal of that which obstructs the personal apprehension of the truth. And
the method is dialectic, the interaction of two interlocutors of good will intent on arriving at knowledge. Because the respondents are encouraged to
break out of their ordinary perceptual set, to become free of the material
world and of past error, the dialectic is often, disruptive, requiring the abandonment of long held conventions and opinions. Preparing the soul to discover truth is often painful.
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Plato's epistemology leads to a unique view of language. Because ulti-

mate truths cannot be communicated, language can only deal with the
realm of error, the world of flux, and act, as Gerald L. Bruns explains, as "a
preliminary exercise which must engage the soul before the encounter with
`the knowable and truly real being' is possible" (p. 16). Truth is finally inexpressible, is beyond the resources of langua'ge. Yet Plato allows for the possibility that language may be used to communicate essential realities. In the
Republic he speaks of using analogy to express ultimate truth, and in the
Phaedrus, even as rhetoric is called into question, he employs an analogical
method in his discussion of the soul and love. Language, it would appear,
can be of some use in trying to communicate the absolute, or at least to approximate the experience of it.
The major tenets of this Platonic rhetoric form the center of what are
commonly called "Expressionist" textbooks. Truth is conceived as the result
of a private vision that must be constantly consulted in writing. These textbooks thus emphasize writing as a "personal" activity, as an expression of
one's unique voice. In Writing and Reality (New York: Harper and Row,
1978), James Miller and Stephen Judy argue that "all good writing is personal, whether it be an abstract essay or a private letter," and that an impor-

tant justification for writing is "to sound the depths, to explore,. and to
discover." The reason is simple: "Form in language grows from content
something the writer has to sayand that something, in turn, comes directly
from the self" (pp. 12, 15). Ken Macrorie constantly emphasizes "Telling
Truths," by which he means a writer must be "true to the feeling of his experience." His thrust throughout is on speaking in "an authentic voice" (also in
Donald Stewart's The Authentic Voice: A Pre-Writing Approach to Student
Writing, based on the work of Rohman and Wlecke), indicating by this the
writer's private sense of things.11 This placement of the self at the center of
communication is also, of course; everywhere present in Coles' The Plural I
(New York: Holt, Rinehart, and Winston, 1978).
One obvious objection to my reading of these expressionist theories is
that their conception of truth can in no way be seen as comparable to Plato's
transcendent world of ideas. While this cannot be questioned, it should also
be noted that no member of this school is a relativist intent on denying the
possibility of any certain truth whatever. All believe in the existence of verifi-

able truths and find them, as does Plato, in private experience, divorced
from the impersonal data of sense experience. All also urge the interaction
between writer and reader, a feature that leads to another point of similarity

with Platonic rhetoricthe dialectic.
Most expressionist theories rely on classroom procedures that encourage
the writer to interact in dialogue with the members of the class. The purpose
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is to get rid of what is untrue to the private vision of the writer, what is, in a
word, inauthentic. Coles, for example, conceives of writing as an unteachable act, a kind of behavior that can be learned but not taught. (See espe-

cially the preface to The Plural I.) His response to this denial of his
pedagogical role is to provide a classroom environment in which the student

learns to writealthough he or she is not taught to writethrough dialectic.
The Plural I, in fact, reveals Coles and his students engaging in a dialogue de-

signed to lead both teacher and classColes admits that he always learns in
his coursesto the discovery of what can be known but not communicated.
This view of truth as it applies to writing is the basis of Coles' classroom activity. Dialogue can remove error, but it is up to the individual to discover ulti-

mate knowledge. The same emphasis on dialectic can also be found in the
texts of Macrorie and of Miller and Judy. Despite their insistence on the self
as the source of all content, for example, Miller and Judy include "making
connections with others in dialogue and discussion" (p. 5), and Macrorie
makes the discussion of student papers the central activity of his classroom.
This emphasis on dialectic, it should be noted, is not an attempt to adjust the message to the audience, since doing so would clearly constitute a
violation of the self. Instead the writer is trying to use others to get rid of
what is false to the self, what is insincere and untrue to the individual's own

sense of things, as evidenced by the use of languagethe theory of which
constitutes the final point of concurrence between modern Expressionist
and Platonic rhetorics.
Most Expressionist textbooks emphasize the use of metaphor either directly or by implication. Coles, for example, sees the major task of the writer
to be avoiding the imitation of conventional expressions because they limit
what the writer can say. The fresh, personal vision demands an original use
of language. Rohman and Wlecke, as well as the textbook by Donald Stewart based on their research, are more explicit. They specifically recommend
the cultivation of the ability to make analogies (along with meditation and
journal writing) as an inventional device. Macrorie makes metaphor one of
the prime features of "good writing" (p. 21) and in one form or another takes
it up again and again in Telling Writing. The reason for this emphasis is not
hard to discover. In communicating, language does not have as its referent

the object in the external world or an idea of this object in the mind. Instead, to present truth language must rely on original metaphors in order to
capture what is unique in each personal vision. The private apprehension of
the real relies on the metaphoric appeal from the known to the unknown,
from the public and accessible world of the senses to the inner and privileged immaterial realm, in order to be made available to others. As in Plato,
the analogical method offers the only avenue to expressing the true.
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The clearest pedagogical expression of the New Rhetoricor what
might be called Epistemic Rhetoricis found in Ann E. Berthoff's Forming/
Thinking/Writing: The Composing Imagination (Rochelle Park, N.J.: Hayden, 1978) and Richard L. Young, Alton L. Becker, and Kenneth L. Pike's
Rhetoric: Discovery and Change (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich,
1970). These books have behind them the rhetorics of such figures as I. A.
Richards and Kenneth Burke and the philosophical statements of Susan
Langer, Ernst Cassirer, and John Dewey. Closely related to the work of
Berthoff and Young, Becker, and Pike are the cognitive-developmental approaches of such figures as James Moffett, Linda Flower, Andrea Lunsford,
and Barry Kroll. While their roots are differentlocated in the realm of cog-

nitive psychology and empirical linguisticstheir methods are strikingly
similar. In this discussion, however, I intend to call exclusively upon the
textbooks of Berthoff and of Young, Becker, and Pike to make my case, acknowledging at the start that there are others that could serve as well. Despite differences, their approaches most comprehensively display a view of
rhetoric as epistemic, as a means of arriving at truth.
Classical Rhetoric considers truth to be located in the rational operation
of the mind, Positivist Rhetoric in the correct perception of sense impres-

sions, and Neo-Platonic Rhetoric within the individual, attainable only
through an internal apprehension. In each case knowledge is a commodity
situated in a permanent location, a repository to which the individual goes
to be enlightened.
For the New Rhetoric, knowledge is not simply a static entity available
for retrieval. Truth is dynamic and dialectical, the result of a process involving the interaction of opposing elements. It is a relation that is created, not
pre-existent and waiting to he discovered. The basic elements of the dialec-

tic are the elements that make up the communication processwriter
(speaker), audience, reality, language. Communication is always basic to the
epistemology underlying the New Rhetoric because truth is always truth for
someone standing in relation to others in a linguistically circumscribed situation. The elements of the communication process thus do not simply prO-

vide a convenient way of talking about rhetoric. They form the elements
that go into the very shaping of knowledge.

It is this dialectical notion of rhetoricand of rhetoric as the determiner
of realitythat underlies the textbooks of Berthoff and of Young, Becker,
and Pike. In demonstrating this thesis I will consider the elements of the dialectic alone or in pairs, simply because they are more easily handled. this
way in discussion. It should not be forgotten, however, that in operation they
are always simultaneously in a relationship of one to all, constantly modifying their values in response to each other.
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The New Rhetoric denies that truth is discoverable in sense impression

since this data must always be interpretedstructured and organized in
order to have meaning. The perceiver is of course the interpreter, but she is
likewise unable by herself to provide truth since meaning cannot be made
apart from the data of experience. Thus Berthoff cites Kant's "Percepts without concepts are empty; concepts without percepts are blind" (p. 13). Later
she explains: "The brain puts things together, composing the percepts by
which we can make sense of the world. We don't just 'have' a visual experience and then by thinking 'have' a mental experience; the mutual dependence of seeing and knowing is what a modern psychologist has in mind
when he speaks of 'the intelligent eye" (p. 44). Young, Becker, and Pike
state the same notion:
Constantly changing, bafflingly complex, the external world is not a neat,
well-ordered place replete with meaning, but an enigma requiring interpretation. This interpretation is the result of a transaction between events
in the external world and the mind of the individualbetween the world
"out there" and the individual's previous experience, knowledge, values, attitudes, and desires. Thus the mirrored World is not just the sum total of
eardrum rattles, retinal excitations, and so on; it is a creation that reflects
the peculiarities of the perceiver as well as the peculiarities of what is perceived. (p. 25)

Language is at the center of this dialectical interplay between the individual and the world. For Neo-Aristotelians, Positivists, and Neo-Platonists,
truth exists prior to language so that the difficulty of the writer or speaker is

to find the appropriate words to communicate knowledge. For the New
Rhetoric truth is impossible without language since it is language that embodies and generates truth. Young, Becker, and Pike explain:
Language provides a way of unitizing experience: a set of symbols that
label recurring chunks of experience.. . Language depends on our seeing
certain experiences as constant or repeatable. And seeing the world as repeatable depends, in part at least, on language. A language is, in a sense, a
theory of the universe, a way of selecting and grouping experience in a
.

fairly consistent and predictable way. (p. 27)

Berthoff agrees: "The relationship between thought and language is dialectical: ideas are conceived by language; language is generated by thought" (p.
47). Rather than truth being prior to language, language is prior to truth and

determines what shapes truth can take. Language does not correspond to
the "real world." It creates the "real world" by organizing it, by determining
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what will be perceived and not perceived, by indicating what has meaning
and what is meaningless.

The audience of course enters into this play of language. CurrentTraditional Rhetoric demands that the audience be as "objective" as the
writer; both shed personal and social concerns in the interests of the unobstructed perception of empirical reality. For Neo-Platonic Rhetoric the audience is a check to the false note of the inauthentic and helps to detect error,
but it is not involved in the actual discovery of truth a purely personal matter. Neo-Aristotelians take the audience seriously as a force to be considered
in shaping the message. Still, for all its discussion of the emotional and ethical appeals, Classical Rhetoric emphasizes rational structures, and the con-

cern for the audience is only a concession to the imperfection of human
nature. In the New Rhetoric the message arises out of the interaction of the
writer, language, reality, and the audience. Truths are operative only within
a given universe of discourse, and this universe is shaped by all of these elements, including the audience. As Young, Becker, and Pike explain:
The writer must first understand the nature of his own interpretation and
how it differs from the interpretations of others. Since each man segments
experience into discrete, repeatable units, the writer can begin by asking

how his way of segmenting and ordering experience differs from his
reader's. How do units of time, space, the visible world, social organization,
and so on differ? ...

Human differences are the raw material of writingdifferences in experiences and ways of segmenting them, differences in values, purposes,
and goals. They are our reason for wishing to communicate. Through
communication we create community, the basic value underlying rhetoric.
To do so, we must overcome the barriers to communication that are, paradoxically, the motive for communication. (p. 30)

Ann E. Berthoff also includes this idea in her emphasis on meaning as a
function of relationship.
Meanings are relationships. Seeing means "seeing relationships," whether
we're talking about seeing as perception or seeing as understanding. "I see
what you mean" means "I understand how you put that together so that it
makes sense." The way we make sense of the world is to see something with
respect to, in terms of, in relation to something else. We can't make sense of
one thing by itself; it must be seen as being like another thing; or next to,
across from, coining after another thing; or as a repetition of another thing.
Something makes senseis meaningfulonly if it is taken with something
else. (p. 44)
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The dialectical view of reality, language, and the audience redefines the
writer. In Current-Traditional Rhetoric the writer must efface himself; stated
differently, the writer must focus on experience in a way that makes possible
the discovery of certain kinds of information the empirical and rational

and the neglect of otherspsychological and social concerns. In NeoPlatonic Rhetoric the writer is at the center of the rhetorical act, but is
finally isolated, cut off from community, and left to the lonely business of
discovering truth alone. Neo-Aristotelian Rhetoric exalts the writer, but circumscribes her effort by its emphasis on the rational the enthymeme and
example. The New Rhetoric sees the writer as a creator of meaning, a shaper
of reality, rather than a passive receptor of the immutably given. "When you
write," explains Berthoff, "you don't follow somebody else's scheme; you design your own. As a writer, you learn to make words behave the way you
want them to. . . Learning to write is not a matter of learning the rules that
govern the use of the semicolon or the names of sentence structures, nor is it
a matter of manipulating words; it is a matter of making meanings, and that
is the work of the active mind" (p. 11). Young, Becker, and Pike concur:
"We have sought to develop a rhetoric that implies that we are all citizens of
an extraordinarily diverse and disturbed world, that the 'truths' we live by are
tentative and subject to change, that we must be discoverers of new truths as
well as preservers and transmitter of old, and that enlightened cooperation is
the preeminent ethical goal of communication" (p. 9).
This version of the composing process leads to a view of what can be
'taught in the writing class that rivals Aristotelian rhetoric in its comprehensiveness. Current-Traditional and Neo-Platonic Rhetoric deny the place of
invention in rhetoric because for both truth is considered external and selfevident, accessible to anyone who seeks it in the proper spirit. Like NeoAristotelian Rhetoric, the New Rhetoric sees truth as probabilistic, and it
.

provides students with techniquesheuristicsfor discovering it, or what
might more accurately be called creating it. This does not mean, however,
that arrangement and style are regarded as unimportant, as in Neo-Platonic
Rhetoric. In fact, the attention paid to these matters in the New Rhetoric rivals that paid in Current-Traditional Rhetoric, but not because they are the
only teachable part of the process. Structure and language are a part of the
formation of meaning, are at the center of the discovery of truth, not simply
the dress of thought. From the point of view of pedagogy, New Rhetoric thus
treats in depth all the offices of classical rhetoric that apply to written language invention, arrangement, and styleand does so by calling upon the
best that has been thought and said about them by contemporary observers.
In talking and writing about the matters that form the substance of this
essay, at my back I always hear the nagging (albeit legitimate) query of the
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overworked writing teacher: But what does all this have to do with the teach-

ing of freshman composition? My answer is that it is more relevant than
most of us are prepared to admit. In teaching writing, we are not simply offering training in a useful technical skill that is meant as a simple complement to the more important studies of other areas. We are teaching a way of
experiencing the world, a way of ordering and making sense of it. As I have
shown, subtly informing our statements about invention, arrangement, and
even style are assumptions about the nature of reality. If the textbooks that
sell the most copies tell us anything, they make abundantly clear that most
writing teachers accept the assumptions of Current-Traditional Rhetoric,
the view that arose contemporaneously with the positivistic position of modern science. Yet most of those who use these texts would readily admit that
the scientific world view has demonstrated its inability to solve the problems
that most concern us, problems that are often themselves the result of scientific "breakthroughs." And even many scientists concur with them in this
viewOppenheimer and Einstein, for example. In our writing classrooms,
however, we continue to offer a view of composing that insists on a version
of reality that is sure to place students at a disadvantage in addressing the

problems that will confront them in both their professional and private
experience.
Neo-Platonic, Neo-Aristotelian, and what I have called New Rhetoric
are reactions to the inadequacy of Current-Traditional Rhetoric to teach students a notion of the composing process that will enable them to become effective persons as they become effective writers. While my sympathies are
obviously with the last of these reactions, the three can be considered as one
in their efforts to establish new directions for a modern rhetoric. Viewed in
this way, the difference between them and Current-Traditional Rhetoric is
analogous to the difference Richard Rorty has found in what he calls, in Phi-

losophy and the Mirror of Nature (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University
Press, 1979), hermeneutic and epistemological philosophy. The hermeneutic approach to rhetoric bases the discipline on establishing an open dialogue in the hopes of reaching agreement about the truth of the matter at
hand. Current-Traditional Rhetoric views the rhetorical situation as an
arena whe're the truth is incontrovertibly established by a speaker or writer
more enlightened than her audience. For the hermeneuticist truth is never
fixed finally on unshakable grounds. Instead it emerges only after false starts
and failures, and it can only represent a tentative point of rest in a continuing conversation. Whatever truth is arrived at, moreover, is always the product of individuals calling on the full range of their humanity, with esthetic
and moral considerations given at least as much importance as any others.
For Current-Traditional Rhetoric truth is empirically based and can only be
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achieved through subverting a part of the human response to experience.
Truth then stands forever, a tribute to its method, triumphant over what
most of us consider important in life, successful through subserving writer,
audience, and language to the myth of an objective reality.

One conclusion should now be incontestable. The numerous recommendations of the "process"-centered approaches to writing instruction as
superior to the "product " centered approaches are not very useful. Everyone
teaches the process of writing, but everyone does not teach the same process.
The test of one's competence as a composition instructor, it seems to me, resides in being able to recognize and justify the version of the process being
taught, complete with all of its significance for the student.

NOTES
1.

I have in mind Richard Fulkerson, "Four Philosophies of Composition," College

Composition and Communication, 30 (1979), 343-48; David V. Harrington, et al., "A Critical
Survey of Resources for Teaching Rhetorical Invention," College English, 40 (1979), 641-61;

William F. Woods, "Composition Textbooks and Pedagogical Theory 1960-80," CE, 43
(1981), 393-409.
2. "Rewording the Rhetoric of Composition," PRE/TEXT, 1 (1980), 39. I am indebted to

Professor Kameen's classification of pedagogical theories for the suggestiveness of his
method; my conclusions, however, are substantially different.
3. There is still another reason for pursuing the method I recommend, one that explains
why rhetorical principles are now at the center of discussions in so many different disciplines.
When taken together, writer, reality, audience, and language identify an epistemic fieldthe
basic conditions that determine what knowledge will be knowable, what not knowable, and
how the knowable will be communicated. This epistemic field is the point of departure for
numerous studies, although the language used to describe it varies from thinker to thinker.
Examples are readily available. In Science and the Modern World (New York: Macmillan,
1926), A. N. Whitehead sees this field as a product of the "fundamental assumptions which
adherents of all variant systems within.the epoch unconsciously presuppose" (p. 71). Susanne
Langer, in Philosophy in a New Key (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1979),
calls it the "tacit, fundamental way of seeing things" (p. 6). Michael Polanyi uses the terms

"tacit knowledge" in Personal Knowledge (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1962).
Michel Foucault, in The Order of Things (1971; rpt. New York: Vintage Books, 1973), speaks
of the "episteme," and Thomas Kuhn, in Structure of Scientific Revolutions (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1970), discusses at length the "paradigm" that underlies a scientific

discipline. The historian Hayden White, in Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in
Nineteenth-Century Europe (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1973), has translated the elements of the composing process into terms appropriate to the writing of history,
seeing the historical field as being made up of the historian, the historical record, the historical accounts, and an audience. One compelling reason for studying composition theory is
that it so readily reveals its epistemic field, thus indicating, for example, a great deal about the
way a particular historical period defines itselfa fact convincingly demonstrated in Murray
Cohen's Sensible Words: Linguistic Practice in England 1640-1785 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1977), a detailed study of English grammars.
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4. See Gerald L. Bruns, Modern Poetry and the Idea of Language (New Haven, Ct.:
Yale University Press, 1974), p. 34.
5. Ancient and Mediaeval Grammatical Theory in Europe (London: G. Bell and Sons,
1951), pp. 20-21.

6. Eighteenth-Century British Logic and Rhetoric (Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1971), pp. 5-6.
7. The Philosophy of Rhetoric, ed. Lloyd F. Bitzer (Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1963), p. 215.
8. For a more detailed discussion of Genung see my "John Genung and Contemporary

Composition Theory: The Triumph of the Eighteenth Century," Rhetoric Society Quarterly,
11 (1981), 74-84.
9. For an analysis of modern composition textbooks, see James A. Berlin and Robert P.

Inkster, "Current-Traditional Rhetoric: Paradigm and Practice," Freshman English News, 8
(1980), 1-4, 13-14.

10. Kenneth J. Kantor, "Creative Expression in the English Curriculum: A Historical
Perspective," Research in the Teaching of English, 9 (1975), 5-29.
11. Telling Writing (Rochelle Park, N.J.: Hayden Book Company, 1978), p. 13.
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Scientific Talk
Developmental Schemes

Among James Berlin's epistemological categories there is positivism. The assumptions that are carried by positivism remain the most pervasive for our

society and for composition studies (though not without some sharp criticism). Implied in the term (and the concept) is that knowledge is scaffolded,
building upon itself, always ascending. So given rhetoric's, and thereby composition's, concern with mind, and given the cognitive emphasis of Wood
Hole, the positivistic schemes that composition has found most attractive
have been those concerning cognitive development.
The stages of development were determined by Jean Piaget's developmental scheme, and the approach to tapping into the "natural" process of
cognitive development was inductive reasoning, a process of discovery. In
1968 James Moffett publishes Teaching the Universe of Discourse, a develop-

mental scheme for teaching discourse that spans the elementary grades to
the secondary. The curricular stages he developsfrom the egocentric to the
public: interior dialogue to conversation to correspondence to public narrativefollow the cognitive stages of development offered by Piaget. Piaget's
interpretation of the mind as structuring knowledge systematicallyhis genetic epistemologycontinues to hold sway with the education community.
And since language plays a crucial role in his developmental scheme, it
holds a particular attraction for compositionists. This attraction becomes
magnified in the work of Lev Vygotsky, a contemporary of Piaget. For Vygotsky, language doesn't just play a role; language is central, that which provides
for our conceptions of reality. Vygotsky's concept of "inner speech," in which

Piaget's egocentric speech doesn't disappear but becomes internalized and
removed from the sounds of discourse, causes Piaget to revise his theories.
So intriguing and suggestive are the language and thought connections
provided by Piaget and Vygotsky, that composition becomes obsessed with

249

256

Cross-Talk in Comp Theory

recognizing those stages, fostering their development, believing in their lack

when expectations for student writing are not met. Other developmental
schemes, like William Perry's scheme of ethical and intellectual development in college, gain new attention. Mina Shaughnessy creates a parody of
developmental schemes to discuss how teachers come to consider basic writ-

ers when first confronted with them. And although not developmental,
Linda Flower and John Hayes turn ty the cognitive sciences, the research
method of protocol analysis developed by Carl Jung, to build a model of the
composing process.
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A Cognitive Process Theory
of Writing
LINDA FLOWER AND JOHN R. HAYES

There is a venerable tradition in rhetoric and composition which sees the
composing process as a series of decisions and choices) However, it is no
longer easy simply to assert this position, unless you are prepared to answer a
number of questions, the most pressing of which probably is: "What then are

the criteria which govern that choice?" Or we could put it another way:
"What guides the decisions writers make as they write?" In a recent survey of

composition research, Odell, Cooper, and Courts noticed that some of the
most thoughtful people in the field are giving us two reasonable but somewhat different answers:
How do writers actually go about choosing diction, syntactic and organizational patterns, and context? Kinneavy claims that one's purpose informing, persuading, expressing, or manipulating language for its own sake

guides these choices. Moffett and Gibson contend that these choices are
determined by one's sense of the relation of speaker, subject, and audience. Is either of these two claims borne out by the actual practice of writ-

ers engaged in drafting or revising? Does either premise account
adequately for the choices writers make?2

Rhetoricians such as Lloyd Bitzer and Richard Vatz have energetically
debated this question in still other terms. Lloyd Bitzer argues that speech always occurs as a response to a rhetorical situation, which he succinctly defines as containing an exigency (which demands a response), an audience,
Reprinted from College Composition and Communication 32.4 (December 1981): 365-87.
Used with permission.

251

258

Cross-Talk in Comp Theory

and a set of constraints.3 In response to this "situation-driven" view, Vatz
claims that the speaker's response, and even the rhetorical situation itself,
are determined by the imagination and art of the speaker.4
Finally, James Britton has asked the same question and offered a linguist's answer, namely, that syntactic and lexical choices guide the process.
It is tempting to think of writing as a process of making linguistic choices
from one's repertoire of syntactic structures and lexical items. This would

suggest that there is a meaning, or something to be expressed, in the
writer's mind, and that he proceeds to choose, from the words and structures he has at his disposal, the ones that best match his meaning. But is
that really how it happens?5

To most of us it may seem reasonable to suppose that all of these forces
"purposes," "relationships," "exigencies," "language" have a hand in guiding
the writer's process, but it is not at all clear how they do so or how they interact. Do they, for example, work in elegant and graceful coordination, or as
competitive forces constantly vying for control? We think that the best way to
answer these questionsto really understand the nature of rhetorical choices
in good and poor writersis to follow James Britton's lead and turn our attention to the writing process itself: to ask, "but is that really how it happens?"
This paper will introduce a theory of the cognitive processes involved in
composing in an effort to lay groundwork for more detailed study of think-

ing processes in writing. This theory is based on our work with protocol
analysis over the past five years and has, we feel, a good deal of evidence to
support it. Nevertheless, it is for us a working hypothesis and springboard for
further research, and we hope that insofar as it suggests testable hypotheses
it will be the same for others. Our cognitive process theory rests on four key
points, which this paper will develop:
1. The process of writing is best understood as a set of distinctive thinking processes which writers orchestrate or organize during the act of
composing.

2. These processes have a hierarchical, highly embedded organization
in which any given process can he embedded within any other.
3. The act of composing itself is a goal-directed thinking process,
guided by the writer's own growing network of goals.
4. Writers create their own goals in two key ways: by generating both
high-level goals and supporting sub-goals which embody the writer's
developing sense of purpose, and then, at times, by changing major
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goals or even establishing entirely new ones based on what has been
learned in the act of writing.

1. Writing is best understood as a set of distinctive thinking processes
which writers orchestrate or organize during the act of composing.
To many this point may seem self-evident, and yet it is in marked contrast to our current paradigm for composingthe stage process model. This
familiar metaphor or model describes the composing process as a linear series of stages, separated in time, and characterized by the gradual development of the written product. The best examples of stage models are the
Pre- Write/Write/Re -Write model of Gordon Rohman6 and The Conception/Incubation/Production model of Britton et al.7

STAGE MODELS OF WRITING
Without doubt, the wide acceptance of Pre-Writing has helped improve the
teaching of composition by calling attention to planning and discovery as legitimate parts of the writing process. Yet many question whether this linear

stage model is really an accurate or useful description of the composing
process itself. The problem with stage descriptions of writing is that they
model the growth of the written product, not the inner process of the person

producing it. "Pre-Writing" is the stage before words emerge on paper;
"Writing" is the stage in which a product is being produced; and "Re-Writing" is a final reworking of that product. Yet both common sense and research tell us that writers are constantly planning (pre-writing) and revising
(re-writing) as they compose (write), not in clean-cut stages.8 Furthermore,
the sharp distinctions stage models make between the operations of planning, writing, and revising may seriously distort how these activities work.
For example, Nancy Sommers has shown that revision, as it is carried out by
skilled writers, is not an end-of-the-line repair process, but is a constant
process of "re-vision" or re-seeing that goes on while they are composing.9 A
more accurate model of the composing process would need to recognize
those basic thinking processes which unite planning and revision. Because
stage models take the final product as their reference point, they offer an inadequate account of the more intimate, moment-by-moment intellectual
process of composing. How, for example, is the output of one stage, such as
pre-writing or incubation, transferred to the next? As every writer knows,
having good ideas doesn't automatically produce good prose. Such models
are typically silent on the inner processes of decision and choice.
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A COGNITIVE PROCESS MODEL
A cognitive process theory of writing, such as the one presented here, represents a major departure from the traditional paradigm of stages in this way:
in a stage model the major units of analysis are stages of completion which
reflect the growth of a written product, and these stages are organized in a
linear sequence or structure. In a process model, the major units of analysis

are elementary mental processes, such as the process of generating ideas.
And these processes have a hierarchical structure (see p. 266, below) such
that idea generation, for example, is a sub-process of Planning. Furthermore, each of these mental acts may occur at any time in the composing
process. One major advantage of identifying these basic cognitive processes
or thinking skills writers use is that we can then compare the composing
strategies of good and poor writers. And we can look at writing in a much
more detailed way.
In psychology and linguistics, one traditional way of looking carefully at
a process is to build a model of what you see. A model is a metaphor for a
process: a way to describe something, such as the composing process, which
refuses to sit still for a portrait. As a hypothesis about a dynamic system, it attempts to describe the parts of the system and how they work together. Modeling a process starts as a problem in design. For example, imagine that you
have been asked to start from scratch and design an imaginary, working
"Writer." In order to build a "Writer" or a theoretical system that would reflect the process of a real writer, you would want to do at least three things:
1.

First, you would need to define the major elements or sub-processes
that make up the larger process of writing. Such sub-processes would
include planning, retrieving information from long-term memory,
reviewing, and so on.

2. Second, you would want to show how these various elements of the

process interact in the total process of writing. For example, how is
"knowledge" about the audience actually integrated into the moment-to-moment act of composing?

3. And finally, since a model is primarily a tool for thinking with, you
would want your model to speak to critical questions in the discipline. It should help you see things you didn't see before.

Obviously, the best way to model the writing process is to study a
writer in action, and there are many ways to do this. However, people's
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after-the-fact, introspective analysis of what they did while writing is noto-

riously inaccurate and likely to be influenced by their notions of what
they should have done. Therefore we turned to protocol analysis, which
has been successfully used to study other cognitive processes.1° Unlike introspective reports, thinking aloud protocols capture a detailed record of
what is going on in the writer's mind during the act of composing itself.
To collect a protocol, we give writers a problem, such as "Write an article
on your job for the readers of Seventeen magazine," and then ask them to

compose out loud near an unobtrusive tape recorder. We ask them to
work on the task as they normally wouldthinking, jotting notes, and
writingexcept that they must think out loud. They are asked to verbalize everything that goes through their minds as they write, including stray
notions, false starts, and incomplete or fragmentary thought. The writers
are not asked to engage in any kind of introspection or self-analysis while
writing, but simply to think out loud while working like a person talking
to herself.
The transcript of this session, which may amount to 20 pages for an
hour session, is called a protocol. As a research tool, a protocol is extraordinarily rich in data and, together with the writer's notes and manuscript, it
gives us a very detailed picture of the writer's composing process. It lets us
see not only the development of the written product but many of the intellectual processes which produced it. The model of the writing process presented in Figure 1 attempts to account for the major thinking processes and
constraints we saw at work in these protocols. But note that it does not specify the order in which they are invoked.
The act of writing involves three major elements which are reflected in
the three units of the model: the task environment, the writer's long-term
memory, and the writing processes. The task environment includes all of
those things outside the writer's skin, starting with the rhetorical problem or
assignment and eventually including the growing text itself. The second element is the writer's long-term memory in which the writer has stored knowledge, not only of the topic, but of the audience and of various writing plans.

The third element in our model contains writing processes themselves,
specifically the basic processes of Planning, Translating, and Reviewing,
which are under the control of a Monitor.
This model attempts to account for the processes we saw in the composing protocols. It is also a guide to research, which asks us to explore each of

these elements and their interaction more fully. Since this model is described in detail elsewhere," let us focus here on some ways each element
contributes to the overall process.
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Structure of the writing model. (For an explanation of how to read a process model, please see endnote 11, pages
274-275.)
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OVERVIEW OF THE MODEL
The Rhetorical Problem
At the beginning of composing, the most important element is obviously the

rhetorical problem itself. A school assignment is a simplified version of
such a problem, describing the writer's topic, audience, and (implicitly) her
role as student to teacher. Insofar as writing is a rhetorical act, not a mere ar-

tifact, writers attempt to "solve" or respond to this rhetorical problem by
writing something.
In theory this problem is a very complex thing: it includes not only the

rhetorical situation and audience which prompts one to write, it also includes the writer's own goals in writing.I2 A good writer is a person who can
juggle all of these demands. But in practice we have observed, as did Brit-

ton,13 that writers frequently reduce this large set of constraints to a radically simplified problem, such as "write another theme for English class."
Redefining the problem in this way is obviously an economical strategy as
long as the new representation fits reality. But when it doesn't, there is a

catch: people only solve the problems they define for themselves. If a
writer's representation of her rhetorical problem is inaccurate or simply underdeveloped, then she is unlikely to "solve" or attend to the missing as-

pects of the problem. To sum up, defining the rhetorical problem is a
major, immutable part of the writing process. But the way in which people
choose to define a rhetorical problem to themselves can vary greatly from
writer to writer. An important goal for research then will be to discover how

this process of representing the problem works and how it affects the
writer's performance.

The Written Text
As composing proceeds, a new element enters the task environment which
places even more constraints upon what the writer can say. Just as a title constrains the content of a paper and a topic sentence shapes the options of a
paragraph, each word in the growing text determines and limits the choices
of what can come next. However, the influence that the growing text exerts
on the composing process can vary greatly. When writing is incoherent, the
text may have exerted too little influence; the writer may have failed to consolidate new ideas with earlier statements. On the other hand, one of the
earmarks of a basic writer is a dogged concern with extending the previous
sentence14 and a reluctance to jump from local, text-bound planning to
more global decisions, such as "what do I want to cover here?"

257

264

Cross-Talk in Comp Theory

As we will see, the growing text makes large demands on the writer's
time and attention during composing. But in doing so, it is competing with
two other forces which could and also should direct the composing process;
namely, the writer's knowledge stored in long-term memory and the writer's
plans for dealing with the rhetorical problem. It is easy, for example, to

imagine a conflict between what you know about a topic and what you
might actually want to say to a given reader, or between a graceful phrase
that completes a sentence and the more awkward point you actually wanted
to make. Part of the drama of writing is seeing how writers juggle and integrate the multiple constraints of their knowledge, their plans, and their text
into the production of each new sentence.15

The Long-Term Memory
The writer's long-term memory, which can exist in the mind as well as in
outside resources such as books, is a storehouse of knowledge about the
topic and audience, as well as knowledge of writing plans and problem representations. Sometimes a single cue in an assignment, such as "write a persuasive . . ," can let a writer tap a stored representation of a problem and
.

bring a whole raft of writing plans into play.

Unlike short-term memory, which is our active processing capacity or
conscious attention, long-term memory is a relatively stable entity and has
its own internal organization of information. The problem with long-term
memory is, first of all, getting things out of itthat is, finding the cue that
will let you retrieve a network of useful knowledge. The second problem for
a writer is usually reorganizing or adapting that information to fit the demands of the rhetorical problem. The phenomena of "writer-based" prose
nicely demonstrates the results of writing strategy based solely on retrieval.
The organization of a piece of writer-based prose faithfully reflects the
writer's own discovery process and the structure of the remembered information itself, but it often fails to transform or reorganize the knowledge to meet
the different needs of a reader. )6

Planning
People often think of planning as the act of figuring out how to get from
here to there, i.e., making a detailed plan. But our model uses the term in its
much broader sense. In the planning process writers form an internal representation of the knowledge that will be used in writing. This internal representation is likely to be more abstract than the writer's prose representation
will eventually be. For example, a whole network of ideas might be repre-
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seated by a single key word. Furthermore, this representation of one's
knowledge will not necessarily be made in language, but could be held as a
visual or perceptual code, e.g., as a fleeting image the writer must then capture in words.
Planning, or the act of building this internal representation, involves a
number of sub-processes. The most obvious is the act of generating ideas,
which includes retrieving relevant information from long-term memory.
Sometimes this information is so well developed and organized in memory
that the writer is essentially generating standard written English. At other
times one may generate only fragmentary, unconnected, even contradictory
thoughts, like the pieces of a poem that hasn't yet taken shape.
When the structure of ideas already in the writer's memory is not adequately adapted to the current rhetorical task, the sub-process of organizing
takes on the job of helping the writer make meaning, that is, give a meaningful structure to his or her ideas. The process of organizing appears to play an

important part in creative thinking and discovery since it is capable of
grouping ideas and forming new concepts. More specifically, the organizing
process allows the writer to identify categories, to search for subordinate
ideas which develop a current topic, and to search for superordinate ideas
which include or subsume the current topic. At another level the process of
organizing also attends to more strictly textual decisions about the presentation and ordering of the text. That is, writers identify first or last topics, important ideas, and presentation patterns. However, organizing is much more
than merely ordering points. And it seems clear that all rhetorical decisions
and plans for reaching the audience affect the process of organizing ideas at
all levels, because it is often guided by major goals established during the
powerful process of goal-setting.

Goal-setting is indeed a third, little-studied but major, aspect of the
planning process. The goals writers give themselves are both procedural
(e.g., "Now let's seeaI want to start out with 'energy") and substantive,
often both at the same time (e.g., "I have to relate this [engineering project]
to the economics [of energy] to show why I'm improving it and why the
steam turbine needs to be more efficient" or "I want to suggest that that

urn the reader should sort ofwhatwhat should one saythe reader
should look at what she is interested in and look at the things that give her
pleasure . ").
The most important thing about writing goals is the fact that they are
created by the writer. Although some well-learned plans and goals may be
drawn intact from long-term memory, most of the writer's goals are generated, developed, and revised by the same processes that generate and organize new ideas. And this process goes on throughout composing. Just as
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goals lead a writer to generate ideas, those ideas lead to new, more complex
goals which can then integrate content and purpose.
Our own studies on goal setting to date suggest that the act of defining
one's own rhetorical problem and setting goals is an important part of "being
creative" and can account for some important differences between good and
poor writers.17 As we will argue in the final section of this paper, the act of
developing and refining one's own goals is not limited to a "pre-writing
stage" in the composing process, but is intimately bound up with the ongoing, moment-to-moment process of composing.

Translating
This is essentially the process of putting ideas into visible language. We have

chosen the term translate for this process over other terms such as "transcribe" or "write" in order to emphasize the peculiar qualities of the task.
The information generated in planning may be represented in a variety of
symbol systems other than language, such as imagery or kinetic sensations.
Trying to capture the movement of a deer on ice in language is clearly a
kind of translation. Even when the planning process represents one's
thought in words, that representation is unlikely to be in the elaborate syntax of written English. So the writer's tasksis to translate a meaning, which
may be embodied in key words (what Vygotsky calls words "saturated with
sense") and organized in a complex network of relationships, into a linear
piece of written English.
The process of translating requires the writer to juggle all the special
demands of written English, which Ellen Nold has described as lying on a
spectrum from generic and formal demands through syntactic and lexical
ones down to the motor tasks of forming letters. For children and inexperi-

enced writers, this extra burden may overwhelm the limited capacity of
short-term memory.18 If the writer must devote conscious attention to demands such as spelling and grammar, the task of translating can interfere
with the more global process of planning what one wants to say. Or one can
simply ignore some of the constraints of written English. One path produces poor or local planning, the other produces errors, and both, as Mina
Shaughnessy showed, lead to frustration for the writer.19

In some of the most exciting and extensive research in this area, Marlene Scardamalia and Carl Bereiter have looked at the ways children cope
with the cognitive demands of writing. Well-learned skills, such as sentence
construction, tend to become automatic and lost to consciousness. Because
so little of the writing process is automatic for children, they must devote
conscious attention to a variety of individual thinking tasks which adults
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perform quickly and automatically. Such studies, which trace the development of a given skill over several age groups, can show us the hidden com-

ponents of an adult process as well as show us how children learn. For
example, these studies have been able to distinguish children's ability to
handle idea complexity from their ability to handle syntactic complexity;
that is, they demonstrate the difference between seeing complex relationships and translating them into appropriate language. In another series of
studies Bereiter and Scardamalia showed how children learn to handle the
translation process by adapting, then eventually abandoning, the discourse
conventions of conversation.2°

Reviewing
As you can see in Figure 1, reviewing depends on two sub-processes: evaluating and revising. Reviewing, itself, may be a conscious process in which
writers choose to read what they have written either as a springboard to further translating or with an eye to systematically evaluating and/or revising
the text. These periods of planned reviewing frequently lead to new cycles of
planning and translating. However, the reviewing process can also occur as
an unplanned action triggered by an evaluation of either the text or one's
own planning (that is, people revise written as well as unwritten thoughts or
statements). The sub-processes of revising and evaluating, along with gener-

ating, share the special distinction of being able to interrupt any other
process and occur at any time in the act of writing.

The Monitor
As writers compose, they also monitor their current process and progress.
The monitor functions as a writing strategist which determines when the
writer moves from one process to the next. For example, it determines how
long a writer will continue generating ideas before attempting to write prose.
Our observations suggest that this choice is determined both by the writer's
goals and by individual writing habits or styles. As an example of varied com-

posing styles, writers appear to range from people who try to move to polished prose as quickly as possible to people who choose to plan the entire
discourse in detail before writing a word. Bereiter and Scardamalia have
shown that much of a child's difficulty and lack of fluency lies in their lack of
an "executive routine" which would promote switching between processes
or encourage the sustained generation of ideas.2' Children for example, possess the skills necessary to generate ideas, but lack the kind of monitor which
tells them to "keep using" that skill and generate a little more.
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IMPLICATIONS OF A COGNITIVE PROCESS MODEL
A model such as the one presented here is first and foremost a tool for
researchers to think with. By giving a testable shape and definition to our observations, we have tried to pose new questions to be answered. For example,
the model identifies three major processes (plan, translate, and review) and
a number of sub-processes available to the writer. And yet the first assertion

of this cognitive process theory is that people do not march through these
processes in a simple 1, 2, 3 order. Although writers may spend more time in
planning at the beginning of a composing session, planning is not a unitary
stage, but a distinctive thinking process which writers use over and over dur-

ing composing. Furthermore, it is used at all levels, whether the writer is
making a global plan for the whole text or a local representation of the
meaning of the next sentence. This then raises a question: if the process of
writing is not a sequence of stages but a set of optional actions, how are these
thinking processes in our repertory actually orchestrated or organized as we
write? The second point of our cognitive process theory offers one answer to
this question.

2. The processes of writing are hierarchically organized, with component
processes embedded within other components.
A hierarchical system is one in which a large working system such as
composing can subsume other less inclusive systems, such as generating
ideas, which in turn contain still other systems, and so on. Unlike those in a
linear organization, the events in a hierarchical process are not fixed in a
rigid order. A given process may be called upon at any time and embedded
within another process or even within another instance of itself, in much
the same way we embed a subject clause within a larger clause or a picture
within a picture.
For instance, a writer trying to construct a sentence (that is, a writer in
the act of translating) may run into a problem and call in a condensed version of the entire writing process to help her out (e.g., she might generate and
organize a new set of ideas, express them in standard written English, and review this new alternative, all in order to further her current goal of translat-

ing). This particular kind of embedding, in which an entire process is
embedded within a larger instance of itself, is known technically in linguistics as recursion. However, it is much more common for writers to simply
embed individual processes as neededto call upon them as sub-routines to
help carry out the task at hand.
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Writing processes may he viewed as the writer's tool kit. In using the
tools, the writer is not constrained to use them in a fixed order or in stages.
And using any tool may create the need to use another. Generating ideas
may require evaluation, as may writing sentences. And evaluation may force
the writer to think up new ideas.

Figure 2 demonstrates the embedded processes of a writer trying to
compose (translate) the first sentence of a paper. After producing and reviewing two trial versions of the sentence, he invokes a brief sequence of
planning, translating, and reviewingall in the service of that vexing sentence. In our example the writer is trying to translate some sketchily represented meaning about "the first day of class" into prose, and a hierarchical
process allows him to embed a variety of processes as sub-routines within his
overall attempt to translate.
A process that is hierarchical and admits many embedded sub-processes
is powerful because it is flexible: it lets a writer do a great deal with only a

few relatively simple processesthe basic ones being plan, translate, and
review. This means, for instance, that we do not need to define "revision" as
a unique stage in composing, but as a thinking process that can occur at any
time a writer chooses to evaluate or revise his text or his plans. As an important part of writing, it constantly leads to new planning or a "re-vision" of
what one wanted to say.
Embedding is a basic, omni-present feature of the writing process even
though we may not be fully conscious of doing it. However, a theory of cornposing that only recognized embedding wouldn't describe the real complexity of writing. It wouldn't explain why writers choose to invoke the processes
Figure 2

(Plan)

An example of embedding.
Ok, first day of class

(Translate)

just jot down a possibility.

Can you imagine what your first day of a college English class will he
like?

(Review)

I don't like that sentence, it's lousysounds like theme talk.

(Review)

Oh LordI get closer to it and I get closer

(Plan)

Could play up the sex thing a little bit

(Translate)
(Review)

When you walk into an English class the first day you'll be interested,
you'll be thinking about boys, tasks, and professor

That's banalthat's awful.
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they do or how they know when they've done enough. To return to Lee
Odell's question, what guides the writers' decisions and choices and gives an
overall purposeful structure to composing? The third point of the theory is
an attempt to answer this question.

3. Writing is a goal-directed process. In the act of composing, writers cre-

ate a hierarchical network of goals and these in turn guide the writing
process.

This proposition is the keystone of the cognitive process theory we are
proposingand yet it may also seem somewhat counter-intuitive. According to many writers, including our subjects, writing often seems a serendipitous experience, as act of discovery. People start out writing without knowing
exactly where they will end up; yet they agree that writing is a purposeful
act. For example, our subjects often report that their writing process seemed
quite disorganized, even chaotic, as they worked, and yet their protocols reveal a coherent underlying structure. How, then, does the writing process

manage to seem so unstructured, open-minded, and exploratory ("I don't
know what I mean until I see what I say") and at the same time possess its
own underlying coherence, direction, or purpose?
One answer to this question lies in the fact that people rapidly forget
many of their own local working goals once those goals have been satisfied.
This is why thinking aloud protocols tell us things retrospection doesn't.22 A
second answer lies in the nature of the goals themselves, which fall into two
distinctive categories: process goals and content goals. Process goals are essentially the instructions people give themselves about how to carry out the
process of writing (e.g., "Let's doodle a little bit." "So . , write an introduction." "I'll go back to that later."). Good writers often give themselves many
such instructions and seem to have greater conscious control over their own
process than the poorer writers we have studied. Content goals and plans, on
the other hand, specify all things the writer wants to say or to do to an audience. Some goals, usually ones having to do with organization, can specify
both content and process, as in, "I want to open with a statement about political views." In this discussion we will focus primarily on the writer's content goals.
The most striking thing about a writer's content goals is that they grow
into an increasingly elaborate network of goals and sub-goals as the writer
composes. Figure 3 shows the network one writer had created during four
minutes of composing. Notice how the writer moves from a very abstract
goal of "appealing to a broad range in intellect" to a more operational definition of that goal, i.e., "explain things simply." The eventual plan to "write
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Figure 3

Beginning of a network of goals.

WRITE AN ESSAY

Describe
future
career

Appeal to a broad
range of intellect

Produce a

Explain things
simply

2 pages long

short essay

Write an introduction

Purpose
of job

Why I
do it

Give a
history?

an introduction" is a reasonable, if conventional, response to all three toplevel goals. And it too is developed with a set of alternative sub-goals. Notice
also how this network is hierarchical in the sense that new goals operate as a
functional part of the more inclusive goals above them.
These networks have three important features:
1. They are created as people compose, throughout the entire process.
This means that they do not emerge full-blown as the result of "pre-writing."
Rather, as we will show, they are created in close interaction with ongoing
exploration and the growing text.
2. The goal-directed thinking that produces these networks takes many
forms. That is, goal-setting is not simply the act of stating a well-clefined end
point such as "I want to write a two-page essay." Goal-directed thinking often
involves describing one's starting point ("They're not going to be disposed to

hear what I'm saying"), or laying out a plan for reaching a goal ("I'd better
explain things simply"), or evaluating one's success ("That's banal that's
awful"). Such statements are often setting implicit goals, e.g., "Don't be
banal." In order to understand a writer's goals, then, we must be sensitive to
the broad range of plans, goals, and criteria that grow out of goal-directed
thinking.
Goal-directed thinking is intimately connected with discovery. Consider
for example, the discovery process of two famous explorersCortez, silent
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on his peak in Darien, and that bear who went over the mountain. Both, indeed, discovered the unexpected. However, we should note that both chose
to climb a long hill to do so. And it is this sort of goal-directed search for the
unexpected that we often see in writers as they attempt to explore and consolidate their knowledge. Furthermore, this search for insight leads to new,
more adequate goals, which in turn guide further writing.
The beginning of an answer to Odell's question, "What guides composing?" lies here. The writer's own set of self-made goals guide composing, but
these goals can be inclusive and exploratory or narrow, sensitive to the audience or chained to the topic, based on rhetorical savvy or focused on producing correct prose. All those forces which might "guide" composing, such
as the rhetorical situation, one's knowledge, the genre, etc., are mediated
through the goals, plans, and criteria for evaluation of discourse actually set
up by the writer.
This does not mean that a writer's goals are necessarily elaborate, logical, or conscious. For example, a simple-minded goal such as "Write down
what I can remember" may be perfectly adequate for writing a list. And experienced writers, such as journalists, can often draw on elaborate networks
of goals which are so well learned as to be automatic. Or the rules of a genre,
such as those of the limerick, may be so specific as to leave little room or necessity for elaborate rhetorical planning. Nevertheless, whether one's goals
are abstract or detailed, simple or sophisticated, they provide the "logic" that
moves the composing process forward.
3. Finally writers not only create a hierarchical network of guiding goals,

but, as they compose, they continually return or "pop" back up to their
higher-level goals. And these higher-level goals give direction and coherence to their next move. Our understanding of this network and how writers
use it is still quite limited, but we can make a prediction about an important
difference one might find between good and poor writers. Poor writers will
frequently depend on very abstract, undeveloped top-level goals, such as

"appeal to a broad range of intellect," even though such goals are much
harder to work with than a more operational goal such as "give a brief history of my job." Sondra Perl has seen this phenomenon in the basic writers
who kept returning to reread the assignment, searching, it would seem, for
ready-made goals, instead of forming their own. Alternatively, poor writers
will depend on only very low-level goals, such as finishing a sentence or correctly spelling a word. They will be, as Nancy Sommers' student revisers
were, locked in by the myopia in their own goals and criteria.

Therefore, one might predict that an important difference between
good and poor writers will be in both the quantity and quality of the middle
range of goals they create. These middle-range goals, which lie between in266
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tention and actual prose (cf., "give a brief history" in Figure 3), give substance and direction to more abstract goals (such as "appealing to the audience") and they give breadth and coherence to local decisions about what to
say next.

GOALS, TOPIC, AND TEXT
We have been suggesting that the logic which moves composing forward
grows out of the goals which writers create as they compose. However, common sense and the folklore of writing offer an alternative explanation which
we should consider, namely, that one's own knowledge of the topic (memories, associations, etc.) or the text itself can take control of this process as fre-

quently as one's goals do. One could easily imagine these three forces
constituting a sort of eternal triangle in which the writer's goals, knowledge,
and current text struggle for influence. For example, the writer's initial planning for a given paragraph might have set up a goal or abstract representa-

tion of a paragraph that would discuss three equally important, parallel
points on the topic of climate. However, in trying to write, the writer finds
that some of his knowledge about climate is really organized around a strong
cause-and-effect relationship between points 1 and 2, while he has almost
nothing to say about point 3. Or perhaps the text itself attempts to take control, e.g., for the sake of a dramatic opening, the writer's first sentence sets up
a vivid example of an effect produced by climate. The syntactic and semantic structure of that sentence now demand that a cause he stated in the next,
although this would violate the writer's initial (and still appropriate) plan for
a three-point paragraph.
Viewed this way, the writer's abstract plan (representation) of his goals,
his knowledge of the topic, and his current text are all actively competing for
the writer's attention. Each wants to govern the choices and decisions made
next. This competitive model certainly captures that experience of seeing
the text run away with you, or the feeling of being led by the nose by an idea.
How then do these experiences occur within a "goal-driven process"? First,
as our model of the writing process describes, the processes of generate and

evaluate appear to have the power to interrupt the writer's process at any

point and they frequently do. This means that new knowledge and/or
some feature of the current text can interrupt the process at. any time
through the processes of generate and evaluate. This allows a flexible collaboration among goals, knowledge, and text. Yet this collaboration often
culminates in a revision of previous goals. The persistence and functional
importance of initially established goals is reflected by a number of signs:
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the frequency with which writers refer back to their.goa]s; the fact that writers behave consistently with goals they have already stated; and the fact that
they evaluate text in response to the criteria specified in their goals.

Second, some kinds of goals steer the writing process in yet another
basic way. In the writers we have studied, the overall composing process is
clearly under the direction of global and local process goals. Behind the
most free-wheeling act of "discovery" is a writer who has recognized the
heuristic value of free exploration or "just writing it out" and has chosen to
do so. Process goals such as these, or "I'll edit it later," are the earmarks of sophisticated writers with a repertory of flexible process goals which let them
use writing for discovery. But what about poorer writers who seem simply to
free associate on paper or to be obsessed with perfecting the current text? We
would argue that often they too are working under a set of implicit process
goals which say "write it as it comes," or "make everything perfect and correct as you go." The problem then is not that knowledge or the text have
taken over, so much as that the writer's own goals and/or images of the composing process put these strategies in control.23

To sum up, the third point of our theoryfocused on the role of the
writer's own goalshelps us account for purposefulness in writing. But can
we account for the dynamics of discovery? Richard Young, Janet Emig, and
others argue that writing is uniquely adapted to the task of fostering insight
and developing new knowledge.24 But how does this happen in a goal-directed process?
We think that the remarkable combination of purposefulness and open-

ness which writing offers is based in part on a beautifully simple, but extremely powerful principle, which is this: In the act of writing, people
regenerate or recreate their own goals in the light of what they learn. This
principle then creates the fourth point of our cognitive process theory.
4. Writers create their own goals in two key ways: by generating goals and
supporting sub-goals which embody a purpose; and, at times, by chang-

ing or regenerating their own top-level goals in light of what they have
learned by writing.
We are used, of course, to thinking of writing as a process in which our
knowledge develops as we write. The structure of knowledge for some topic
becomes more conscious and assertive as we keep tapping memory for related ideas. That structure, or "schema," may even grow and change as a result of library research or the addition of our own fresh inferences. However,
writers must also generate (i.e., create or retrieve) the unique goals which
guide their process.
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In this paper we focus on the goals writers create for a particular paper,
but we should not forget that many writing goals are well-learned, standard
ones stored in memory. For example, we would expect many writers to draw
automatically on those goals associated with writing in general, such as, "interest the reader," or "start with an introduction," or on goals associated with
a given genre, such as making a jingle rhyme. These goals will often be so
basic that they won't even be consciously considered or expressed. And the
more experienced the writer the greater this repertory of semi-automatic
plans and goals will be.
Writers also develop an elaborate network of working "sub-goals" as they
compose. As we have seen, these sub-goals give concrete meaning and direction to their more abstract top-level goals, such as "interest the reader," or
"describe my job." And then on occasion writers show a remarkable ability
to regenerate or change the very goals which had been directing their writing and planning: that is, they replace or revise major goals in light of what
they learned through writing. It is these two creative processes we wish to
consider now.
We can see these two basic processescreating sub-goals and regenerating goalsat work in the following protocol, which has been broken down
into episodes. As you will see, writers organize these two basic processes in
different ways. We will look here at three typical patterns of goals which we

have labeled "Explore and Consolidate," "State and Develop," "Write
and Regenerate."

EXPLORE AND CONSOLIDATE
This pattern often occurs at the beginning of a composing session, but it
could appear anywhere. The writers frequently appear to be working under
a high-level goal or plan to explore: that is, to think the topic over, to jot
ideas down, or just start writing to see what they have to say. At other times
the plan to explore is subordinate to a very specific goal, such as to find out
"what on earth can I say that would make a 15- year -old girl interested in my
job?" Under such a plan, the writer might explore her own knowledge, following out associations or using more structured discovery procedures such
as tagmemics or the classical topics. But however the writer chooses to explore, the next step is the critical one. The writer pops back up to her top-

level goal and from that vantage point reviews the information she has
generated. She then consolidates it, producing a more complex idea than
she began with by drawing inferences and creating new concepts.
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Even the poor writers we have studied often seem adept at the exploration part of this process, even to the point of generating long narrative
trains of associationsometimes on paper as a final draft. The distinctive
thing about good writers is their tendency to return to that higher-level goal
and to review and consolidate what has just been learned through exploring.
In the act of consolidating, the writer sets up a new goal which replaces the

goal of explore and directs the subsequent episode in composing. If the
writer's topic is unfamiliar or the task demands creative thinking, the writer's

ability to explore, to consolidate the results, and to regenerate his or her
goals will be a critical skill.
The following protocol excerpt, which is divided into episodes and sub-.
episodes, illustrates this pattern of explore and consolidate.

Episode I a, b
In the first episode, the writer merely reviews the assignment and plays with
some associations as he attempts to define his rhetorical situation. It ends
with a simple process goal "On to the task at hand" and a reiteration of
the assignment.
(la) Okay Urn .. Open the envelope just like a quiz show on TV My
job for a young thirteen to fourteen teenage female audience Magazine
Seventeen. My job for a young teenage female audience Magazine Sev.

enteen. I never have read Seventeen, but I've referred to it in class and other
students have. (lb) This is like being thrown the topic in a situation you
know in an expository writing class and asked to write on it on the board

and I've done that and had a lot of fun with it - so on to the task at hand.
My job for a young teenage female audience Magazine Seventeen.

Episode 2 a, b, c, d
The writer starts with a plan to explore his own "job," which he initially defines as being a teacher and not a professor. In the process of exploring he
develops a variety of sub-goals which include plans to: make new meaning
by exploring a contrast; present himself or his persona as a teacher; and affect his audience by making them reconsider one of their previous notions.
The extended audience analysis of teen-age girls (sub-episode 2c) is in response to his goal of affecting them.
At the end of episode 2c, the writer reaches tentative closure with the
statement, "By God, I can change that notion for them." There are significantly long pauses on both sides of this statement, which appears to consoli-
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date much of the writer's previous exploration. In doing this, he dramatically
extends his earlier, rather vague plan to merely "compare teachers and pro
fessors"he has regenerated and elaborated his top-level goals. This con-

solidation leaves the writer with a new, relatively complex, rhetorically
sophisticated working goal, one which encompasses plans for a topic, a persona, and the audience. In essence the writer is learning through planning
and his goals are the creative bridge between his exploration and the prose
lie will write.
Perhaps the writer thought his early closure at this point was too good to

be true, so he returns at 2c1 to his initial top-level or most inclusive goal
(write about my job) and explores alternative definitions of his job. The
episode ends with the reaffirmation of his topic, his persona, and, by implication, the consolidated goal established in Episode 2c.
(2a) Okay lets see - lets doodle a little bit Job English teacher rather than
professor I'm doodling this on a scratch sheet as I say it. -ah- (2b) In fact
that might be a useful thing to focus on how a professor differs from how
a teacher differs from a professor and I see myself as a teacher that might

help them my audience to reconsider their notion of what an English
teacher does. (2c) -ah- English teacher - young teen-age female audience they will all have had English - audience they're in school they're taking
English - for many of them English may be a favorite subject doodling
still - under audience, but for the wrong reasons some of them will have
wrong reasons in that English is good because its tidy can be a neat tidy
little girl others turned off of it because it seems too prim. By God I can
change that notion for them. (2c1) My job for a young teenage female audience Magazine Seventeen. -ah- Job English teacher - guess that's what
I'll have to go - yeah - hell go with that that's a challenge rather than riding a bicycle across England that's too easy and not on the topic right,
or would work in a garden or something like that - none of those are really
my jobs - as a profession My job for a young teenage female audience Magazine - Seventeen. All right I'm an English teacher.

STATE AND DEVELOP
This second pattern accounts for much of the straightforward work of composing, and is well illustrated in our protocol. In it the writer begins with a
relatively general high-level goal which he then proceeds to develop or flesh
out with sub-goals. As his goals become more fully specified, they form a
bridge from his initial rather fuzzy intentions to actual text. Figure 4 is a
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Figure 4

Writer developing a set of sub-goals.

(Current Goal)
(Change their notion about my job as an English teacher)

Expand to job
generally

Put them in right
frame of mind at
beginning

Open with
a question

,

First day
of class

Tie to their
interests

Put them in
a situation

Shake them
up

101 class

schematic representation of the goals and sub-goals which the writer eventually creates.

Episode 3 a, b, c
The episode starts with a sub-goal directly subordinate to the goal established in Episode 2 (change their notion of English teachers). It takes the
pattern of a search in which the writer tries to find ways to carry out his current goal of "get [the audience ?] at the beginning." In the process he generates yet another level of sub-goals (i.e., open with a question and draw them
into a familiar situation). (A note on our terminology: in order to focus on
the overall structure of goals and sub-goals in a writer's thinking, we have
treated the writer's plans and strategies all as sub-goals or operational definitions of the larger goal.)
Notice how the content or ideas of the essay are still relatively unspecified. The relationship between creating goals and finding ideas is clearly
reciprocal: it was an initial exploration of the writer's ideas which produced
these goals. But the writing process was then moved forward by his attempt
to flesh out a network of goals and sub-goals, not just by a mere "pre-writing"
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survey of what he knew about the topic. Episode 3c ends in an effort to test
one of his new goals against his own experience with students.
(3a) All right I'm an English teacher. I want to get at the beginning I
know that they're not going to be disposed to hear what I'm saying partly

for that reason and partly to put them in the right, the kind of frame of
mind I want - I want to open with an implied question or a direct one and
put them in the middle of some situation then expand from there to talk
about my job more generally .. and try to tie it in with their interest. (3b)
So one question is where to begin - what kind of situation to start in the
middle of probably the first day of class.
They'd be interested they'd
probably clue into that easily because they would identify with first clays of
school and my first days are raucous affairs it would immediately shakeem up and get them to thinking a different context. (3c) Okay so First
day of class - lets see. Maybe the first 101 class with that crazy skit I put on
that's probably better than 305 because 101 is freshmen and that's nearer
their level and that skit really was crazy and it worked beautifully.
.

.

.

.

WRITE AND REGENERATE
This pattern is clearly analogous to the explore and consolidate pattern, except that instead of planning, the writer is producing prose. A miniature example of it can be seen in Figure 2, in which the writer, whose planning we
have just seen, attempts to compose the first sentence of his article for Seven-

teen. Although he had done a good deal of explicit planning before this
point, the prose itself worked as another, more detailed representation of
what he wanted to say. In writing the sentence, he not only saw that it was inadequate, but that his goals themselves could be expanded. The reciprocity
between writing and planning enabled him to learn even from a failure and
to produce a new goal, "play up sex." Yet it is instructive to note that once

this new plan was represented in languagesubjected to the acid test of
proseit too failed to pass, because it violated some of his tacit goals or criteria for an acceptable prose style.
The examples we cite here are, for the purposes of illustration, small
and rather local ones. Yet this process of setting and developing sub-goals,

andat timesregenerating those goals is a powerful creative process.
Writers and teachers of writing have long argued that one learns through the

act of writing itself, but it has been difficult to support the claim in other
ways. However, if one studies the process by which a writer uses a goal to
generate ideas, then consolidates those ideas and uses them to revise or
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regenerate new, more complex goals, one can see this learning process in
action. Furthermore, one sees why the process of revising and clarifying
goals has such a broad effect, since it is through setting these new goals that
the fruits of discovery come back to inform the continuing process of writing. In this instance, some of our most complex and imaginative acts can depend on the elegant simplicity of a few powerful thinking processes. We feel
that a cognitive process explanation of discovery, toward which this theory is
only a start, will have another special strength. By placing emphasis on the
inventive power of the writer, who is able to explore ideas, to develop, act

on, test, and regenerate his or her own goals, we are putting an important
part of creativity where it belongsin the hands of the working, thinking
writer.
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Cognitive Development
and the Basic Writer
ANDREA A. LUNSFORD

In her article, "Writing as a Mode of Learning," Janet Emig argues that
. connects the three major tenses of our experience to make
meaning. And the two major modes by which these three aspects are
Writing

.

united are the processes of analysis and synthesis: analysis, the breaking of

entities into their constituent parts; and synthesis, combining or fusing
these, often into fresh arrangements or amalgams.I

I agree with Professor Emig, and her work as well as that of Mina Shaughnessy has led me to ponder the relationship of writing and the processes of
analysis and synthesis to the teaching of basic writers. In general, my study of

basic writerstheir strategies, processes, and products2 leads me to believe that they have not attained that level of cognitive development which
would allow them to form abstractions or conceptions. That is, they are most
often unable to practice analysis and synthesis and to apply successfully the
principles thus derived to college tasks. In short, our students might well
perform a given task in a specific situation, but they have great difficulty abstracting from it or replicating it in another context.
Let me offer one concrete example to illustrate this point. Asked to read
ten consecutive issues of a comic strip, choose one of the major characters,
and infer the basic values of that character from the information provided in
the ten issues, typical basic writing students find it almost impossible to articulate anything about the values of characters unlike themselves. In short,
they have problems drawing inferences or forming concepts based on what
they have read. Instead, they tend either to describe the characters or, more
Reprinted from College English 41.1 (September 1979): 449-59. Used with permission.
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typically, to drop the comic strip character after a few sentences and shift to
what they see as their own values. When I first began teaching basic writers,
their response to this type of assignment gave me the first hint of how their
difficulties were related to cognitive development.
In Thought and Language, the Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky identifies three basic phases in the ascent to concept formation: the initial syn-

cretic stage, in which "word meaning denotes nothing more to the child
than a vague syncretic conglomeration of individual objects that have . .
coalesced into an image"; the "thinking in complexes" stage during which
"thought . is already coherent and objective
, although it does not reflect objective relationships in the same way as conceptual thinking"; and,
.

.

.

.

.

.

finally, the true-concept formation stage.3 Vygotsky cautions, however, that
even after the adolescent has learned to produce concepts, . he does not
abandon elementary forms; they continue for a long time to operate, indeed
to predominate, in many areas of his thinking.... The transitional character
of adolescent thinking becomes especially evident when we observe the actual functioning of the newly acquired concepts. Experiments specially devised to study the adolescent's operations bring out. .. a striking discrepancy
between his ability to form concepts and his ability to define them. (p. 79)
.

.

Vygotsky goes on to distinguish between "spontaneous" concepts, those
which are formed as a result of ordinary, day-to-day experiences, and "scientific" concepts, which are formed largely in conjunction with instruction.
The student described above by Vygotsky is like my basic writing students
confronted with the comic strips in that they all are able to formulate spontaneous concepts, but not able to remove themselves from such concepts, to
abstract from them, or to define them into the scientific concepts necessary
for successful college work. In my experience, basic writing students most
often work at what Vygotsky calls the "thinking in complexes" stage and the
spontaneous-concept stage rather than at the true-concept formation stage.
While these writers may have little difficulty in dealing with familiar every-

day problems requiring abstract thought based on concepts, they are not
aware of the processes they are using. Thus they often lack the ability to infer
principles from their own experience. They are not forming the "scientific
concepts" which are basic to mastery of almost all college material.
Jean Piaget categorizes mental development basically into four stages:
the sensori-motor stage; the pre-operational stage; the concrete-operations

stage; and the formal-operations stage characterized by the ability to abstract, synthesize, and form coherent logical relationships.4 At the stage of
concrete operations, the child's thought is still closely linked to concrete
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data; completely representational, hypothetical, or verbal thought still
eludes him. As the child moves through the stages of cognitive development, he goes through what Piaget calls the process of "de-centering," a
process further defined by Lee Odell as "getting outside one's own frame of

reference, understanding the thoughts, values, feelings of another person; . . projecting oneself into unfamiliar circumstances, whether factual
or hypothetical; . learning to understand why one reacts as he does to ex.

.

.

perience."5 Although children first begin to "de-center" as early as the preoperational stage, egocentricity is still strong in the concrete stage, and,
indeed, we apparently continue the process of "de-centering" throughout
our lives.

The relationship of Piaget's concrete stage to Vygotsky's "thinking in
complexes" stage and "spontaneous-concept formation" stage is, I believe,
clear. Furthermore, the work of both Piaget and Vygotsky strongly indicates
that cognitive development moves first from doing, to doing consciously,
and only then to formal conceptualization. As Eleanor Duckworth says in
an essay in Piaget in the Classroom, "thoughts are our way of connecting
things up for ourselves. If somebody else tells us about the connections he
has made, we can only understand him to the extent that we do the work of
making those connections ourselves."6 This notion is directly related to the
highly influential work of Gilbert Ryle. In The Concept of Mind (New York:
Barnes and Noble, 1949), Ryle makes his crucial distinction between knowing how and knowing that.
Learning how or improving in ability is not like learning that or acquiring
information. Truths can be imparted, procedures can only be inculcated,
and while inculcation is a gradual process, imparting is relatively sudden.
It makes sense to ask at what moment someone became apprised of a truth,
but not to ask at what moment someone acquired a skill. "Part-trained" is a
significant phrase, "part-informed" is not. Training is the art of setting tasks
which the pupils have not yet accomplished but are not any longer quite
Misunderstanding is a by-product of
incapable of accomplishing.
knowing how. Only a person who is at least a partial master of the Russian
tongue can make the wrong sense of a Russian expression. Mistakes are exercises of competences. (pp. 59-60)
.

.

.

Chomsky's distinction between "competence" and "performance" has
similar implications. Chomsky's views as expressed in Aspects of the Theory
of Syntax (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1965) can be used to argue against
the notion that "language is essentially an adventitious construct, taught by
. or by a drill and explicit explanation" (p. 51). In other
`conditioning'
.
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words, students learn by doing and then by extrapolating principles from
their activities. This theory informs an educational model proposed by
James Britton in a recent lecture at Ohio State University (and based on his
1970 Language and Learning). Essentially, this paradigm incorporates
learning by doing as opposed to learning solely by the study of abstract principles or precepts.

Britton's model

is

closely related to that articulated in Michael

POlanyi's discussion of skills in Personal Knowledge (New York: Harper and

Row, 1964). Polanyi begins his discussion by citing "the well-known fact
that the aim of a skillful performance is achieved by the observance ofa set of
rules which are not known as such to the person following them" (p. 49).
Polanyi uses examples of the person who rides a bicycle, keeps afloat in the
water, or plays a musical instrument without at all comprehending the underlying rules. "Rules of art can be useful," Polanyi says, "but they do not
determine the practice of an art; they are maxims, which can serve as a
guide to an art only if they can be integrated into the practical knowledge"
(p. 50). Polanyi goes on to discuss the importance of apprenticeship in acquiring a skill or an art, by which he means that we learn by doing with a
recognized "master" or "connoisseur" better than by studying or reading
about abstract principles. Vygotsky puts it quite succinctly: "What a child
can do in cooperation today he can do alone tomorrow. Therefore the only
good kind of instruction is that which marches ahead of development and
leads it; it must be aimed not so much at the ripe as at the ripening functions" (Thought and Language, p. 104).
I have attempted this very cursory theoretical review partially in support
of the premise asserted at the beginning of my essay: that most of our basic
writing students are operating well below the formal-operations or trueconcept formation stage of cognitive development, and hence 'they have
great difficulty in "de-centering" and performing tasks which require analysis
and synthesis. But once we are convinced that our basic writing students are

most often characterized by the inability to analyze and synthesize, what
then? How can we, as classroom teachers, use what we know about theory
and about our students' levels of cognitive development to guide the ways in
which we organize our basic writing classes and create effective assignments?

The theory reviewed above offers, I believe, a number of implications
which will help us answer these questions. First, basic writing classes should
never be teacher-centered; set lectures should always he avoided. Instead, the
classes should comprise small workshop groups in which all members are active participants, apprentice-writers who are "exercising their competence" as
they learn how to write well. Class time should be spent writing, reading what
has been written aloud to the group/audience, and talking about that writing.
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Such sessions require an atmosphere of trust, and they demand careful diagnosis and preparation by the teacher. But these suggestions offer only a very
general guide. Exactly what preparation should the basic writing teacher do?
The best way to move students into conceptualization and analytic and

synthetic modes of thought is to create assignments and activities which
allow students to practice or exercise themselves in these modes continuously. While an entire course plan would take more space than is available
here, I can offer a series of examples, from activities focusing on grammatical categories and sentence-building to essay assignments, each of which is
designed to foster conceptualization and analytic thinking.
One reason drill exercises have so often failed to transfer a skill into a student's own writing is that the student is operating below the cognitive level at
which he or she could abstract and generalize a principle from the drill and
then apply that principle to enormously varied writing situations. Memorizing
precepts has been equally ineffective. Instead of either one, why not present
students with a set of data, from their own writing or from that of someone
else, and help them approach it inductively? Following is an exercise on verb
recognition which attempts to engage students in inferential reasoning.
RECOGNIZING VERBS
Read the following sentences, filling in the missing word(s) in each one:
over the moon.
a. The cow

b. The farmer
c.

a wife.

no fat; his

Jack Sprat

no lean.

wife

in a corner.
over
the
candlestick.
e. Jack
on my blue suede shoes.
f.
Don't
away with the spoon.
g. The cat
me happy.
h. Sunshine on my shoulder
on
a
tuffet.
Little Miss Muffett
i.
for
for his pipe, and he
j.
He
his fiddlers three.
their mittens.
k. The three little kittens
your horn.
1.
Little Boy Blue, come
in
a
yellow
submarine.
m. They all
to market.
n. The three little pigs
up
the
hill.
o. Jack and Jill
over the cuckoo's nest.
p. One
the lamb was sure to
q. Everywhere that Mary
d. Jack Horner
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Whether or not you recognize the songs and rhymes these sentences come
from, you will have filled in the blanks with VERBS. Look back over the
verbs you have used, and then list five other lines from songs or rhymes and
underline the verbs in them.

2.
3.

4.
5.

Now try your hand at formulating the rest of the following definition: Verbs
are words which

You may have noted in your definition that verbs do something; or you
may have remembered learning a traditional definition of verbs. No matter
what definition we come up with, though, verbs are essential to our communication: they complete or comment on the subjects of our sentences.
Now revise your definition so that it includes the major function which
verbs have in sentences:

CHARACTERISTICS OF VERBS

In this assignment, your job is to discover some major characteristics of
verbs. To find the first one, begin studying the following lists of verbs. Then
try to determine what characterizes each group. How do the groups differ?

Group One
break
sweep

Group Two

Group Three

prayed

will go
will run
will fall
will listen
will look
will move
will organize
will win
will answer
will ride
will act
will sing

strikes

climbed
altered

say

passed

heeds
catch
engages
operates
arrests
play
reads
study

dug
failed
wrote
chose
swore
questioned
promised
gave
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Can you state what characterizes each group?

If you are having difficulty answering this question, try answering the next
three questions first.

The action named by the verbs in Group One takes place at what time?
The action named by the verbs in Group Two takes place at what time?
The action named by the verbs in Group Three takes place at what time?

Now go back and fill in an answer to the first question about what characterizes each group.
By now, you will have been able to identify the TENSE of the verbs in
the three groups. Tense, or relation to time, is one of the major characteristics of verbs; it distinguishes them from other kinds of words such as nouns.

Do you know the names of the three tenses represented in Group One,
Group Two, and Group Three?

This same inductive or analytic approach can be applied to any grammatical concept or convention we wish our students to become familiar
with. Rather than asking students to memorize the functions of the semicolon, for instance, workshop groups can be presented with a passage or
short essay which uses semi-colons frequently. The students' task is to isolate

those sentences which use semi-colons and then draw some conclusions
based on their data: they might be asked to group sentences which use semicolons in the same way, to define the semi-colon, etc. Whatever the task, the
group will be engaged in inferential problem-solving rather than in isolated
drill or memorization. In Vygotsky's terms, analytic thinking is the "ripening
function" we are attempting to foster.
In spite of their general effectiveness, sentence-combining drills will
often fail to transfer new patterns into the basic writer's own writingunless
the sentence-combining work helps build inferential bridges. The sequential sentence-combining exercise below is designed to give students practice
in inferring and analyzing. It is based primarily on the ancient practice of

imitatio, which we would do well to introduce in all of our basic writing
classes.
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Pattern Sentence: The General Motors assembly line grinds out cars
swiftly, smoothly, and almost effortlessly.

A. After studying the sentence pattern, combine each of the following sets
of sentences into a sentence which imitates the pattern.
1. The cat eyed its prey.
2. The cat was scruffy.
3. The cat was yellow.
4. The prey was imaginary.
5. The cat eyed it craftily.
6. It eyed it tauntingly.
7. It even eyed it murderously.
1. Oil massages you.
2. The oil is bath oil.
3. It is Beauty's oil.

4. The massaging is gentle.
5. The massaging is soothing.
6. The massaging is almost loving.
1. We tend to use technologies.
2. The technologies are new.
3. Our use of them is profuse.
4. Our use is unwise.
5. Our use is even harmful.
1. H. L. Mencken criticized foibles.
2. The foibles belonged to society.
3. The society was American.
4. The criticism was witty.
5.

It was sarcastic.

6. It was often unmerciful.

1. The lecturer droned.
2. The lecturer was nondescript.
3. The lecturer was balding.
4. The droning went on and on.
5. The droning was mechanical.
6. It was monotonous.
7. It was interminable.
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B. Now fill in appropriate words to complete the following sentence,
again being careful to imitate the pattern sentence.
wins

The
ly

ly, and almost

ly.

C. Now write a series of seven sentences and then combine them into one
sentence which imitates the pattern sentence. Then write at least one
more sentence which imitates the pattern.

Such exercises are not difficult to create; they can easily be adapted to
specialized interests of any particular group or class. And they can lead to
the kind of paragraph- and theme-length sentence-combining exercises recommended recently by Donald Daiker, Andrew Kerek, and Max Morenberg of Miami of Ohio.? Furthermore, such exercises can be supplemented
by visual stimuli, pictures or video tapes, which can be used as raw material
from which to generate new sentences in imitation of the pattern. But to be
maximally effective, sentence-combining exercises must be designed to lead
basic writing students to bridge the cognitive gap between imitating and
generating.
I have yet to offer any sample essay assignments, but I do not thereby
mean to imply that writing whole essays should only occur at or toward the
end of a basic writing course. On the contrary, basic writers should begin
composing whole paragraphs and essays, practicing the entire process of
writing, from the very onset of the course. A pitcher does not practice by articulating one mini-movement at a time but by engaging in an entire, continuous process, from warm-up and mental preparation, to the wind-up, the
release, and the follow-through: an analogy, to be sure, but one which I
hope is not overly-strained. In addition to having students write paragraphs
and essays early in the course, I would like especially to emphasize the importance of working with analytic modes in basic writing classes. Basic writers often fall back on narrative and descriptive modes because these modes
are more adaptable to their own experience, or to what Linda Flower has described as "writer-based prose."8 Yet the work of Ed White in California and
of James Britton and his colleagues in England has shown us that little correlation exists in student performance between the spatial and temporal
modes of narration and description and the logical and analytic modes of exposition and argumentation. Therefore, the basic writing course that works
exclusively on narration and description will probably fail to build the cognitive skills its students will need to perform well in other college courses.
The comic-strip assignment I described earlier in this essay helped me
learn that my students needed practice in using and assimilating analytic
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modes; it also helped me see that I had made several crucial mistakes in giving that assignment. First, I assigned it when the students had had little or
no formal practice in inferential reasoning; second, I asked students to do
the assignment at home rather than in workshop groups. In short, I ignored
one of the lessons both Polanyi and Vygotsky have taught us: that often we
learn best by working at a task in cooperation with a "master" or "connoisseur." I have since profited from these mistakes, and that same assignment,
properly prepared for by workshop discussion and practice, has proven considerably more effective. Following are two other assignments, one calling
for a brief response, the other for a longer essay, which are designed to help
students gain control of analytic modes.
WRITING ASSIGNMENT A
Study the following set of data:
1.. New York City lost 600,000 jobs between 1969-76.
2. In 1975, twenty buildings in prime Manhattan areas were empty.
3. Between 1970-75, ten major corporations moved their headquarters
from New York City to the Sunbelt.
4. In 1976, New York City was on the brink of bankruptcy.
5. Between February, 1977 and February, 1978, New York City gained
9,000 jobs.
6. Since January, 1978, one million square feet of Manhattan floor space
has been newly rented.
7. AT&T has just built a $110 million headquarters in New York.

8. IBM has just built an $80 million building at 55th and Madison in
New York.

9. Co-op prices and rents have increased since 1977.
10. Even $1 million luxury penthouses are sold out.
11. There is currently an apartment shortage in Manhattan.
12. The President recently signed a bill authorizing $1.65 billion in federal loan guarantees for New York City.
After reading and thinking about the information listed above, how would
you describe the current economic trend in New York City? Using your answer to that question as an opening sentence, write a paragraph in which
you explain and offer support for your conclusion by using the information
provided in the original set of data.

An assignment like the one above, which gives students practice in analyz-

ing, generalizing, and abstracting, can be readily adapted to workshbp
groups in which discussion, criticism, and revision can take place.
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WRITING ASSIGNMENT B

Preparing: Choose a person (but NOT someone you know well) whom
you can observe on at least 5-7 occasions. You might choose someone who
rides the same bus as you do, or one of your instructors, or someone who is
in one of your classes. Be sure that you are on no closer than "how are you
today?" terms with the person you choose.

Gathering Data: Arrange the times you can observe your person so that
you can make notes during or immediately after the observation. Note
down anything that seems important to you. For a start, answer these questions after each observation.

1. What is X wearing? (Be detailed; include colors, types of fabric, etc.)
2. How is X's hair fixed? (What kind of hair-cut, length of hair, style, etc.)
3. What, if anything, does X have with him or her? (Bag, knapsack, purse,
books, etc.)
4. What is X doing? (Be as detailed as possible.)
5. What does X say? (Get exact wording whenever you can.)
6. Who does X associate with?
7. What seems to be X's mood?

Grouping Data: Study all your notes. Then group them under the following headings: APPEARANCE, ACTIONS, WORDS.

Analyzing Data: Now study all the information you have categorized.
Based on that information, what would you say is X's lifestyle? What does
your observation suggest about X's top priorities? What is most important
to X?

Writing About your Data: Write a short essay which begins by answering

the questions asked under "Analyzing Data." Use the data you have
grouped in your notes to explain and support your analysis of the lifestyle
and priorities of X.

This assignment begins with workshop discussion; the results of each stage
are discussed by the group. Revision, sorting, and excluding are thus continuous, with the teacher helping students move more and more surely from
describing their subjects to analyzing them. To save space, I have omitted
the revising stages, which involve group response to and criticism of the essays and which vary, of course, with the particular difficulties encountered
by each group.

Writing projects based on inference-drawing and conceptualization are
easily adapted to almost any topic. I have used excerpts from the Foxfire
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books as the basis for essays in which students draw conclusions and generalize about the people interviewed. David Bartholomae, of the University of
Pittsburgh, recommends Studs Terkel's Working as the basis for similar assignments building conceptual skills. Role-playing exercises and persona
paraphrases offer other effective means of helping students "de-center" and
hence gain the distance necessary to effective analysis and synthesis. In fact,

it is possible and, I would urge, highly profitable, to build an entire basic
writing course on exercises like the ones described above, assignments
which "march ahead of development and lead it." If we can do so successfully, and if we can find valid ways to substantiate our success, certainly we
will have put all our theory to the best practical use. And as a bonus, we will
help to establish what Janet Emig argues is the unique value of writing to
the entire learning process.

NOTES
1. "Writing as a Mode of Learning," CCC, 28 (1977), 127.
2. "The Ohio State University Remedial English Pilot Project: Final Report and FollowUp Study," Ohio State University, 1977, and "An Historical, Descriptive, and Evaluative
Study of Remedial English in American Colleges and Universities," Diss. Ohio State University, 1977.

3. Lev Semenovich Vygotsky, Thought and Language, trans. Eugenia Hanfmann and
Gertrude Vakar (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 1962), pp. 59-61.
4. Six Psychological Studies (New York: Random House, 1967).
5. "Teaching Reading: An Alternative Approach," English Journal, 22 (1973), 455.
6. "Language and Thought," in Piaget in the Classroom, ed. Milton Schwebel and Jane
Raph (New York: Basic Books, 1973), p. 148.
7. The Writer's Options: College Sentence Combining (New York: Harper and Row,
1979).

8. Linda Flower and John R. Hayes, "Problem Solving Strategies and the Writing
Process," College English, 39 (1977), 449-461.

294

288

Diving In
An Introduction to Basic Writing
MINA P. SHAUGHNESSY

Basic writing, alias remedial, developmental, pre-baccalaureate, or even
handicapped English, is commonly thought of as a writing course for young

men and women who have many things wrong with them. Not only do
medical metaphors dominate the pedagogy (remedial, clinic, lab, diagnosis,
and so on), but teachers and administrators tend to discuss basic-writing students much as doctors tend to discuss their patients, without being tinged by
mortality themselves and with certainly no expectations that questions will
be raised about the state of their health.
Yet such is the nature of instruction in writing that teachers and students
cannot easily escape one another's maladies. Unlike other courses, where
exchanges between teacher and student can be reduced to as little as one or
two objective tests a semester, the writing course requires students to write
things clown regularly, usually once a week, and requires teachers to read
what is written and then write things back and every so often even talk directly with individual students about the way they write.
This system of exchange between teacher and student has so far yielded
much more information about what is wrong with students than about what
is wrong with teachers, reinforcing the notion that students, not teachers, are
the people in education who must do the changing. The phrase "catching
up," so often used to describe the progress of BW students, is illuminating
here, suggesting as it does that the only person who must move in the teaching situation is the student. As a result of this view, we are much more likely
Reprinted from College Composition and Communication 27.3 (October 1976): 234-39.
Used with permission.
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in talking about teaching to talk about students, to theorize about their
needs and attitudes or to chart their development and ignore the possibility
that teachers also change in response to students, that there may in fact be

important connections between the changes teachers undergo and the
progress of their students.
I would like, at any rate, to suggest that this is so, and since it is common
these days to "place" students on developmental scales, saying they are
eighth-graders or fifth-graders when they read and even younger when they

write or that they are stalled some place on Piaget's scale without formal
propositions, I would further like to propose a developmental scale for
teachers, admittedly an impressionistic one, but one that fits the observations I have made over the years as I have watched traditionally prepared
English teachers, including myself, learning to teach in the open-admissions
classroom.

My scale has four stages, each of which I will name with a familiar
metaphor intended to suggest what lies at the center of the teacher's emotional energy during that stage. Thus I have chosen to name the first stage of
my developmental scale GUARDING THE TOWER, because during this
stage the teacher is in one way or another concentrating on protecting the
academy (including himself) from the outsiders, those who do not seem to
belong in the community of learners. The grounds for exclusion are various.
The mores of the times inhibit anyone's openly ascribing the exclusion to
genetic inferiority, but a few teachers doubtless still hold to this view.
More often, however, the teacher comes to the basic-writing class with
every intention of preparing his students to write for college courses, only to
discover, with the first batch of essays, that the students are so alarmingly

and incredibly behind any students he has taught before that the idea of
their ever learning to write acceptably for college, let alone learning to do so
in one or two semesters, seems utterly pretentious. Whatever the sources of

their incompetencewhether rooted in the limits they were born with or
those that were imposed upon them by the world they grew up inthe fact
seems stunningly, depressingly obvious: they will never "make it" in college
unless someone radically lowers the standards.
The first pedagogical question the teacher asks at this stage is therefore

not "How do I teach these students?" but "What are the consequences of
flunking an entire class?" It is a question that threatens to turn the class into
a contest, a peculiar and demoralizing contest for both student and teacher,
since neither expects to win. The student, already conditioned to the idea
that there is something wrong with his English and that writing is a device
for magnifying and exposing this deficiency, risks as little as possible on the
page, often straining with what he does write to approximate the academic
290
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style and producing in the process what might better be called "written An-

guish" rather than English sentences whose subjects are crowded out by
such phrases as "it is my conviction that" or "on the contrary to my opinion,"
inflections that belong to no variety of English, standard or non-standard,
but grow out of the writer's attempt to be correct, or words whose idiosyncratic spellings reveal not simply an increase in the number of conventional
misspellings but new orders of difficulty with the correspondences between
spoken and written English. Meanwhile, the teacher assumes that he must
not only hold out for the same product he held out for in the past but teach
unflinchingly in the same way as before, as if any pedagogical adjustment to
the needs of students were a kind of cheating. Obliged because of the exigencies brought on by open admissions to serve his time in the defense of
the academy, he does if not his best, at least his duty, setting forth the material to be mastered, as if he expected students to learn it, but feeling grateful
when a national holiday happens to fall on a basic-writing day and looking
always for ways of evading conscription next semester.
But gradually, student and teacher are drawn into closer range. They are
obliged, like emissaries from opposing camps, to send messages back and
forth. They meet to consider each other's words and separate to study them
in private. Slowly, the teacher's preconceptions of his students begin to give
way here and there. It now appears that, in some instances at least, their writ-

ing, with its rudimentary errors and labored style has belied their intelligence and individuality. Examined at a closer range, the class now appears
to have at least some members in it who might, with hard work, eventually
"catch up." And it is the intent of reaching these students that moves the
teacher into the second stage of developmentwhich I will name CONVERTING THE NATIVES.
As the image suggests, the teacher has now admitted at least some to the

community of the educable. These learners are perceived, however, as
empty vessels, ready to be filled with new knowledge. Learning is thought of
not so much as a constant and often troubling reformulation of the world so
as to encompass new knowledge but as a steady flow of truth into a void.
Whether the truth is delivered in lectures or modules, cassettes or computers, circles or squares, the teacher's purpose is the same: to carry the technology of advanced literacy to the inhabitants of an underdeveloped country.
And so confident is he of the reasonableness and allure of what he is present-

ing, it does not occur to him to consider the competing logics and values
and habits that may be influencing his students, often in ways that they
themselves are unaware of.
Sensing no need to relate what he is teaching to what his students know,

to stop to explore the contexts within which the conventions of academic
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discourse have developed, and to view these conventions in patterns large
enough to encompass what students do know about language already, the
teacher becomes a mechanic of the sentence, the paragraph, and the essay.
Drawing usually upon the rules and formulas that were part of his training
in composition, he conscientiously presents to his students flawless schemes
for achieving order and grammaticality and anatomizes model passages of
English prose to uncover, beneath brilliant, unique surfaces, the skeletons
of ordinary paragraphs.

Yet too often the schemes, however well meant, do not seem to work.
Like other simplistic prescriptions, they illuminate for the moment and
then disappear in the melee of real situations, where paradigms frequently
break down and thoughts will not be regimented. S's keep reappearing or
disappearing in the wrong places; regular verbs shed their inflections and irregular verbs acquire them; tenses collide; sentences derail; and whole essays idle at one level of generalization.
Baffled, the teacher asks, "How is it that these young men and women
whom I have personally admitted to the community of learners cannot learn
these simple things?" Until one day, it occurs to him that perhaps these sim-

ple thingsso transparent and compelling to himare not in fact simple at
all, that they only appear simple to those who already know them, that the
grammar and rhetoric of formal written English have been shaped by the irrationalities of history and habit and by the peculiar restrictions and rituals
that come from putting words on paper instead of into the air, that the sense
and nonsense of written English must often collide with the spoken English
that has been serving students in their negotiations with the world for many
years. The insight leads our teacher to the third stage of his-development,

which I will name SOUNDING THE DEPTHS, for he turns now to the
careful observation not only of his students and their writing but of himself
as writer and teacher, seeking a deeper understanding of the behavior called
writing and of the special difficulties his students have in mastering the skill.
Let us imagine, for the sake of illustration, that the teacher now begins to

look more carefully at two common problems among basic writersthe
problem of grammatical errors and the problem of undeveloped paragraphs.
Should'he begin in his exploration of error not only to count and name

errors but to search for patterns and pose hypotheses that might explain
them, he will begin to see that while his lessons in the past may have been
"simple," the sources of the error he was trying to correct were often complex. The insight leads not inevitably or finally to a rejection of all rules and

standards, but to a more careful look at error, to the formulation of what
might be called a "logic" of errors that serves to mark a pedagogical path for
teacher and student to follow.

,z9
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Let us consider in this connection the "simple" s inflection on the verb,
the source of a variety of grammatical errors in BW papers. It is, first, an
alien form to many students whose mother tongues inflect the verb differently or not at all. Uniformly called for, however, in all verbs in the third
person singular present indicative of standard English, it would seem to be a
highly predictable or stable form and therefore one easily remembered. But
note the grammatical concepts the student must grasp before he can apply
the rule: the. concepts of person, tense, number, and mood. Note that the s
inflection is an atypical inflection within the modern English verb system.
Note too how often it must seem to the student that he hears the stem form
of the verb after third person singular subjects in what sounds like the present, as he does for example whenever he hears questions like "Does she
want to go?" or "Can the subway stop?" In such sentences, the standard language itself reinforces the student's own resistance to the inflection.
And then, beyond these apparent unpredictabilities within the standard

system, there is the influence of the student's own language or dialect,
which urges him to ignore a troublesome form that brings no commensurate increase in meaning. Indeed, the very s he struggles with here may shift
in a moment to signify plurality simply by being attached to a noun instead
of a verb. No wonder then that students of formal English throughout the
world find this inflection difficult, not because they lack intelligence or care

but because they think analogically and are linguistically efficient. The
issue is not the capacity of students finally to master this and the many other
forms of written English that go against the grain of their instincts and expe-

rience but the priority this kind of problem ought to have in the larger
scheme of learning to write and the willingness of students to mobilize
themselves to master such forms at the initial stages of instruction.
Somewhere between the folly of pretending that errors don't matter and

the rigidity of insisting that they matter more than anything, the teacher
must find his answer, searching always under pressure for short cuts that will
not ultimately restrict the intellectual power of his students. But as yet, we
lack models for the maturation of the writing skill among young, native-born
adults and can only theorize about the adaptability of other models for these
students. We cannot say with certainty just what progress in writing ought to
look like for basic-writing students, and more particularly how the elimination of error is related to their over-all improvement.
Should the teacher then turn from problems of error to his students' difficulties with the paragraphs of academic essays, new complexities emerge.
Why, he wonders, do they reach such instant closure on their ideas, seldom
moving into even one subordinate level of qualification but either moving
on to a new topic sentence or drifting off into reverie and anecdote until the
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point of the essay has been dissolved? Where is that attitude of "suspended
conclusion" that Dewey called thinking, and what can one infer about their
intellectual competence from such behavior?
Before consigning his students to some earlier stage of mental development, the teacher at this stage begins to look more closely at the task he is
asking students to perform. Are they aware, for example, after years of right/
wrong testing, after the ACT's and the GED's and the OAT's, after straining
to memorize what they read but never learning to doubt it, after "psyching

out" answers rather than discovering them, are they aware that the riles
have changed and that the rewards now go to those who can sustain a play of

mind upon ideasteasing out the contradictions and ambiguities and frailties of statements?
Or again, are the students sensitive to the ways in which the conventions
of talk differ from those of academic discourse? Committed to extending the
boundaries of what is known, the scholar proposes generalizations that cover
the greatest possible number of instances and then sets about supporting his
case according to the rules of evidence and sound reasoning that govern his
subject. The spoken language, looping back and forth between speakers, of-

fering chances for groping and backing up and even hiding, leaving room
for the language of hands and faces, of pitch and pauses, is by comparison
generous and inviting. The speaker is not responsible for the advancement
of formal learning. He is free to assert opinions without a display of evidence

or recount experiences without explaining what they "mean." His movements from one level of generality to another are more often brought on by
shifts in the winds of conversation rather than by sonic decision of his to be
more specific or to sum things up. For him the injunction to "be more specific" is difficult to carry out because the conditions that lead to specificity
are usually missing. He may not have acquired the habit of questioning his
propositions, as a listener might, in order to locate the points that require
amplification or evidence. Or he may be marooned with a proposition he
cannot defend for lack of information or for want of practice in retrieving
the history of an idea as it developed in his own mind.
Similarly, the query "What is your point?" may be difficult to answer because the conditions under which the student is writing have not allowed for
the slow generation of an orienting conviction, that underlying sense of the
direction he wants his thinking to take. Yet without this conviction, lie can-

not judge the relevance of what comes to his mind, as one sentence
branches out into another or one idea engenders another, gradually crowding from his memory the direction he initially set for himself.
Or finally, the writer may lack the vocabulary that would enable him to
move more easily up the ladder of abstraction and must instead forge out of
294
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a nonanalytical vocabulary a way of discussing thoughts about thoughts, a
task so formidable as to discourage him, as travelers in a foreign land are discouraged, from venturing far beyond bread-and-butter matters.
From such soundings, our teacher begins to see that teaching at the remedial level is not a matter of being simpler but of being more profound, of
not only starting from "scratch" but also determining where "scratch" is.
The experience of studenthood is the experience of being just so far over
one's head that it is both realistic and essential to work at surviving. But by
underestimating the sophistication of our students and by ignoring the complexity of the tasks we set before them, we have failed to locate in precise
ways where to begin and what follows what.
But I have created a fourth stage in my developmental scheme, which I

am calling DIVING IN in order to suggest that the teacher who has come
this far must now make a decision that demands professional couragethe
decision to remediate himself, to become a student of new disciplines and of
his students themselves in order to perceive both their difficulties and their
incipient excellence. "Always assume," wrote Leo Strauss, to the teacher,
"that there is one silent student in your class who is by far superior to you in
head and in heart." This assumption, as I have been trying to suggest, does
not come easily or naturally when the teacher is a college teacher and the
young men and women in his class are labeled remedial. But as we come to
know these students better, we begin to see that the greatest barrier to our
work with them is our ignorance of them and of the very subject we have
contracted to teach. We see that we must grope our ways into the turbulent
disciplines of semantics and linguistics for fuller, more accurate data about
words and sentences; we must pursue more rigorously the design of developmental models, basing our schemes less upon loose comparisons with children and more upon case studies and developmental research of the sort
that produced William Perry's impressive study of the intellectual development of Harvard students; we need finally, to examine more closely the nature of speaking and writing and divine the subtle ways in which these forms
of language both support and undo each other.
The work is waiting for us. And so irrevocable now is the tide that brings

the new students into the nation's college classrooms that it is no longer
within our power, as perhaps it once was, to refuse to accept them into the
community of the educable. They are here. DIVING IN is simply deciding
that teaching them to write well is not only suitable but challenging work for
those who would be teachers and scholars in a democracy.
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William Perry
and Liberal Education
PATRICIA BIZZELL

The work of psychologist William G. Perry, Jr. has attracted much attention
recently from college writing teachers who seek a developmental model to
inform composition courses and writing-across-the-curriculum programs.
To assess Perry's usefulness to writing instruction, I would like first to summarize his work, giving his own interpretation of its significance, and then to
say how I think we should, and should not, use it.
After taking a BA in psychology at Harvard College, Perry began his academic career teaching English literature at Williams College. In 1947 he re-

turned to Harvard to head the Bureau of Study Counsel, and there he
performed the research that led to the publication of his influential book,
Forms of Intellectual and Ethical Development in the College Years: A
Scheme (New York: Holt, Rinehart, and Winston, 1968). Perry describes
how college students pass from childhood to adulthood by moving through
nine developmental positions. The shape of this process and the nature of
the positions were defined through a series of interviews with Harvard undergraduate men in each of their four years in college.
Perry's nine-position scheme chronicles movement through three world
views, "Dualism," "Relativism," and "Commitment in Relativism." The
young person typically passes through them in this order, sometimes pausing or backtracking. Each world view shapes value judgments on religion,
politics, family relations, and so on. Drawing on the student interviews,
Perry depicts each world view primarily in terms of the young person's attitude toward schoolwork.

Reprinted from College English 46.5 (September 1984): 447-54. Used with permission.
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The first world view, "Dualism," is characterized by the belief that
everything in the world can be ordered in one of two categoriesright or
wrong. These categories are defined by axiomatic statements or "Absolutes,"
which are possessed by "Authority," adults who have perfect knowledge of
the Absolutes. The proper task of Authority is to convey the Absolutes to the

ignorant. For the dualist, knowing the world means memorizing the Absolutes and applying them to individual instances. For the student Dualist,
education is a process of finding right answers (correct applications of Absolutes), with the help of the teacher (Authority). The student Dualist resists
exploring academic problems that have no one right solution, and prefers
teachers who supply answers and disciplines in which answers can be securely quantified.
In the second world view, "Relativism," Absolutes either are unknowable or no longer exist. Without them Authority can no longer empower one
to categorize the world as right or wrong. In place of these generally applicable standards, selfish interest becomes the basis for each individual's decisions. For the Relativist, knowing the world means devising an individual
strategy for survival. For the student Relativist, education is a process of devising persuasive answers, since right answers no longer exist. The teacher
judges persuasiveness according to idiosyncratic criteria, not Absolute standards. As the student Relativist learns how to satisfy teachers' demands, he or
she enjoys exploring problematic questions and prefers disciplines in which

they abound. This student also prefers teachers who do not stand on the
(now unfounded) authority of their office but relate personally to the
student.
In the third world view, "Commitment in Relativism," the world is still
without Absolutes and Authority. Nevertheless, it is not without order, and
decisions need not be based on solitary self-interest. For the Committed Rel-

ativist, knowing the world means understanding what has been rendered
important by one's family, friends, religious and ethnic traditions, and intellectual interests. These priorities derived from social surroundings guide
choices about the values that will order one's life, choices that Perry calls
"Commitments." As one's Commitments develop, one can make confident
judgments of what is better or worse relative to them, while still realizing that
other people who have sufficiently examined their values may employ different but valid standards of judgment. For the student Committed Relativist,

education is a process of achieving the knowledge necessary for making
Commitments. Once Committed to a field of study, this student does not,
seek right or glib answers; rather he or she tries to start working productively
in the chosen field. The teacher is neither Authority nor personal friend during this process, but rather a more experienced fellow worker, or mentor.
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Perry does not clearly explain what his developmental scheme describes. Is it a process through which all normal 18- to 21-year-olds can be
expected to pass, a process that is automatic, genetically determined? If so,
Perry's scheme would extend the developmental scheme put forward for
younger children by Jean Piaget. Piaget sees children moving through a

series of stages of cognitive activity, from sensori-motor on to formaloperational; this process unfolds independent of a child's particular cultural
context. Most researchers in the development of adolescents seek to complete Piaget's scheme, that is, to describe the stages children pass through
after puberty; and Perry, too, nods in the direction of Piaget. He suggests that
he follows Piaget in the notion that developmental processes repeat themselves on different levelsin other words, that we can expect to find some

process in the adolescent analogous to the movement through cognitive
stages in the young child.
Perry differentiates his study from Piaget's, however, when he says that

Forms of Intellectual and Ethical Development focuses on "the level at
which a person undertakes the development of his 'philosophical assumptions' about his world" (p. 29). I see two distinctions from Piaget here. First,
Perry describes this development as something a person "undertakes"; in
other words, it is a process of which the person is conscious and which he or
she can guide to some extent. In contrast, Piaget describes cognitive devel-

opment as unfolding naturally, with only occasional awareness on the
child's part that changes are occurring, and without much possibility of anyone, child or observing adult, altering the course of the development. The
second distinction follows from this self-conscious aspect of the development Perry describes: what are developed are "philosophical assumptions,"
not cognitive stages. Philosophical assumptions, I take it, can be examined,
revised, and consciously affirmed by their possessor, unlike cognitive stages.
Perry puts the phrase in quotation marks to indicate that he does not see the
typical undergraduate as a systematic thinker; nevertheless, he wants to use
such language because it suggests that the scheme focuses on beliefs consciously held in the mind. The process of developing philosophical assumptions may be analogous to that of developing mature cognitive abilities, but
it is not the same kind of process.
But if Perry derives from Piaget only the concept of a developmental
process, then what kind of process does Perry's scheme describe? Perry's answer to this question is not clear. I think, however, that in spite of Perry's

nod to Piaget, his developmental scheme describes something that does
not necessarily happen to all cognitively normal 18- to 21-year-olds. Perry
drops many hints that what he is describing is what happens to young people when they receive an education. Furthermore, he suggests that an
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education-induced developmental process should not be regarded as valueneutral, as we would presumably have to regard a process that unfolded ac-

cording to some genetic necessity, such as that described by Piaget.
Education initiates one into the traditions, habits, and values of a community. Perry's scheme focuses particularly on liberal arts education and the
world view it inculcates. Obviously, ,then, it is possible to pass through the
ages of 18 to 21 quite "normally" from the psychological point of view without undergoing this kind of development.
Perry aims in his book to convince us that undergraduates in a liberal
arts college do pass through the developmental process he describes, but he
also does something more. He tries, I think, to persuade us that this development, although not necessary for normal cognition, is desirable. There is, of
course, an implicit argument for the desirability of a developmental process
in any work that claims simply to describe such a process. If the process is
developmental, then by definition, movement through it must be good and
arrest at an early stage bad. The researcher is not supposed to assign such
values to the stages being described and therefore is not expected to defend
the implicit values. Perry, however, has openly assigned values to his developmental stages: successful completion of a liberal arts education requires
moving eventually into the world view of Committed Relativism. Perry must
either defend the values or be charged with bias in his research.
Consequently Perry openly states: "The values built into our scheme
are those we assume to be commonly held in significant areas of our culture, finding their most concentrated expression in such institutions as colleges of liberal arts, mental health movements, and the like" (p. 45). He
understands that these values are "statements of opinion," with which others may differ (p. 45), and that framing these values in a developmental
scheme implicitly argues for them by implying that the closer one adheres
to them, the more one "grows" (p. 44). But he is unembarrassed at arguing
for these values because he believes that they lead ultimately to the truest
world view, or as he puts it, "an optimally congruent and responsible address to the present state of man's predicament" (p. 45). Ultimately Perry
sees the achievement of this world view as having spiritual significance; he
refers several times to his scheme's being a sort of modern-day Pilgrim's

Progress, and he stresses the courage it takes for young people to win
through to the end (see pp. 37, 44).
Perry's scheme, then, charts the creation of, not just any intellectually
and ethically mature adult, but precisely "the liberally educated man," a
man (or woman) "who has learned to think about even his own thoughts, to
examine the way he orders his data and the assumptions he is making, and
300
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to compare these with other thoughts that other men might have" (p. 39).
Perry characterizes the adult who cannot be self-reflective in this way as
"anti-intellectual," even if he or she is otherwise intelligent (p. 39). To develop this kind of self-reflective intellectual maturity, Perry explicitly recommends a pedagogy of pluralism, which forces students to confront opposing
views on an issue, forcing them out of the Dualist world view on into Rela-

tivism and beyond. Persuasively arguing for this pedagogy, Perry cites
Socrates as its first practitioner and finds an American supporter for it in
Henry Adams (p. 35). Pluralism is also the pedagogy of Harvard College.
Perry recognizes that its pervasiveness at Harvard has conditioned his research results, but he does not seek to claim universality for his results.
Rather, he argues for this particular education-induced development. Let
other colleges, Perry implies, follow Harvard, as they have clone in the past,
in defining "the very heart of liberal education" (pp. 35-36).
Perry does not discuss the. place of writing in the development for which
he argues. He does not say, for example, that a Dualist student will write a

particular kind of essay. Indeed, to determine a student's position in the
scheme, Perry looks at nothing other than what the student tells the interviewer about his experiences. From the transcript of the interview Perry derives the student's attitudes toward schoolwork, which serve to characterize
the positions in the scheme, as I explain above.
These general attitudes toward schoolwork presumably do inform particular kinds of academic performance, however. In a much anthologized
essay Perry has distinguished between the attitudes that produce "cow" writ-

ing, or data unorganized by theory, and "bull" writing, or theory unsupported by data.1 He does not use the descriptive terms from his scheme to
characterize "cow" and "bull" writers, but he does connect students' papers
with their understanding of academic ways of thinking.

With this indirect encouragement from Perry, many writing teachers
have found it easy to match typical kinds of student essays with positions in
the scheme. For example, a familiar sort of undergraduate essay is the one
without an organizing thesis, the essay that is simply a collocation of facts
strung together like beads with connectives such as "another" or "next." Typically, too, this kind of essay is either hypercorrect or fraught with errors that
seem to have kept the student's attention fixed on the sentence level, so underdeveloped are the ideas in the whole paper. In place of generalizations
from data this paper relies on maxims used so uncritically as to strike us as
dreadful clichees. Mina Shaughnessy has found these characteristics in the
writing of students at the most "basic" level of approximation to academic
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discourse (Errors and Expectations [New York: Oxford University Press,
19771, pp. 198-202). Building on Shaughnessy's work, Andrea Lunsford
finds similar characteristics in the essays of some of her Basic Writers.2 It
seems easy to identify such writing as the work of what Perry calls Dualist
students, with their belief in unquestionable Absolutes and their view of education as the collecting of right answers.
Much more research is needed, however, before we can use Perry's
scheme to classify kinds of student writing. No doubt there are common
kinds of undergraduate essays other than that described above, which seems
to fit the scheme so neatly; we do not know whether Perry's scheme can provide an exhaustive explanation of variation in student writing. We should remember that Perry's scheme was based on the experiences of students who
were highly successful academically and who were attending one of the
most selective liberal arts colleges in the country. Although Shaughnessy
and Lunsford, working with students somewhat different from Perry's, found
signs in student writing of a development similar to the one he describes
(neither of them refers to Perry), we do not know to what extent Perry's
scheme can extend its explanatory power across a variety of student abilities,
academic preparation, and college experiences. We should also note that
Perry provides no timetable for progress through his scheme; nowhere does
he suggest that all freshmen can be expected to he Dualists, who then as
sophomores and juniors traverse Relativism and achieve Committed Rela-

tivism as seniors. The existence of these gaps in our knowledge of the
scheme's application to student writing argues against using the scheme to
classify student writing in any detailed way.
Furthermore, I would argue that we should not use Perry's scheme as a

blueprint for writing curricula. Mechanical applications of Perry's scheme
will tend to trivialize it while producing curricula that really tell us nothing
new. For example, one freshman composition curriculum based on Perry
uses his analysis of Relativism to justify the already familiar recommendation to ask students to read several essays that take opposing views on a controversial issue and then to develop their own argumentative positions.3 The
method is so familiar as already to have been embodied in numberless freshman composition anthologies. Furthermore, because students require prolonged exposure to pluralistic methods in many disciplines, and time to
reduce the domain of Dualism, this curriculum does not do justice to the
rather elaborate process whereby a student achieves the Relativist world
view, according to Perry. Some research has suggested that Dualists make
more progress if teachers initially take a nurturing, rather than a challenging, stance with them.` Moreover, students who have already achieved Rela302
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tivism may not be greatly benefited by lessons in recognizing and arguing
from opposing views on a controversial issue. Such practice may only entrench them in intransigently held personal views, a mind-set which, according to Perry, often retards students' progress through Relativism to
Commitment.
If we agree with Perry that students pass through certain positions on
their way to the kind of intellectual maturity valued in liberal arts colleges, it
does not necessarily follow that we can get them to progress faster by forcing
them to imitate more advanced positions until their brains kick on and hold
these positions on their own. We' should not, in other words, commit a version of what has come to be known as the "American heresy" with respect to
the work of Piaget, that is, the attempt to find ways of moving children faster
through the Piagetian levels. Perry's scheme describes the effects of a certain
liberal arts curriculum, to be sure Harvard'sbut this does not mean that
we can turn the effects into a model of causes for a new curriculum that will
perform the same changes more efficiently. To try would be to neglect the
emphasis Perry himself places on the function of education as acculturation, not training; inculcation of values, not practice in techniques.
Of what use, then, is Perry's work to college writing teachers? I think his
scheme can help us to understand why the differences occur in student writing, even if we cannot apply his classification scheme rigidly. Shaughnessy
and Lunsford do not agree on why such differences occur. Shaughnessy suggests that they arise from students' unequal ability to meet the expectations
of the academic discourse community. Lunsford argues that the students are

at different levels of cognitive development in the Piagetian senseBasic
Writers are "egocentric" (p. 284). Perry's scheme forges a link between these
social and cognitive explanations because, as I argued above, he is describing a developmental process that is only analogous to but not identical with
Piaget's. Perry's analysis describes the changes in student thinking that result
from their socialization into the academic community. The great strength of
his scheme is its focus on one important constant in the struggles of all college writers: the intellectual demands of liberal education.

Perry's work should make us realize that as we bring our students
through the process of liberal education, we are not simply teaching them to
think or to grow up, as we sometimes like to say that we are. Rather, we are
teaching them to think in a certain way, to become adults with a certain set
of intellectual habits and ethical predilections. We are asking them to accept
a certain kind of relation to their culture, from among the range of relations
that are possible.
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Thus Perry's greatest use to writing teachers is to provide us with a sort of

philosophical map of the changes liberal education seeks to induce in our
students. Such a map can help us understand that certain typical problems
students have with writing in college should be regarded as problems with
accepting the academic community's preferred world view, and not necessarily as problems with achieving "normal" cognition. This is supported by
the rough match between Perry's scheme and the characteristics Shaughnessy and Lunsford note in the writing of students who are different from
those in Perry's research sample.
In short, Perry provides us with a useful picture of the kind of "cultural
literacy" required in a liberal arts college. The term "cultural literacy" refers
to the objects of knowledge and the ways of thinking that one must master in
order to participate in a particular community.5 Following Perry we come to
realize that the academic community requires students to know, for example, not only what Genesis says about the creation of the earth but also what
geologists, biologists, and other scientists say about it. A community of reli-

gious fundamentalists might require only knowledge of Genesis. Furthermore, the academic community requires students to know how to evaluate
competing ideas according to criteria of logical structure, adequate evidence, and so on; this academic way of thinking might not be valued, for instance, in a fundamentalist community in which tradition or the judgment
of a revered authority is sufficient to validate arguments.
Literacy in the more usual sense of the ability to read and write is also
highly valued in the academic community. Clearly, literacy is not required
for participation in every sort of community. Some communities, too, value

reading over writingwhen there is a sacred text to be chanted, for example. But the academic community places a high value on writing, and Perry
can help us see why. The whole thrust of his developmental scheme is toward an increasing distance on the beliefs of one's childhood. These beliefs
can no longer be accepted uncritically as Absolutes, once we realize that
well-intentioned people may hold beliefs different from our own. As the
pedagogical pluralism which Perry recommends widens the students' perspectives, it also fosters relativism by casting their beliefs into comparative
relations with those of others.

Many theorists in composition studies have argued that writing is a
unique mode of learning precisely because it fosters this kind of distancing.6

One's ideas can be more easily examined, critiqued in comparison with
other views, and reformulated as they are worked out in written form. Learning to write, then, can be seen as a process of learning to think about one's
own thinking, a process which may well be unfamiliar to students in their
home communities.
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Furthermore, Perry's quasi-spiritual tone should remind us that we tend
to invest teaching with moral fervor. I submit that most teachers will recognize in themselves a sort of moral repugnance about bad writing, a feeling
that students "ought" to be able to organize and develop their ideas better,
even while recognizing that this feeling partakes of the irrational blaming of
the victim. Given that we do have this moral investment in the objects of
knowledge and the ways of thinking that we teach, it seems hypocritical to
pretend that academic activity is value-neutral, that we are merely teaching
"thinking," not thinking in a certain way. And it seems more respectful to
our students to see what we are doing when we teach as attempting to persuade them to accept our values, not simply inculcating our values.
Is this development desirable? The nature of Perry's scheme makes this
question inevitable, fortunately. As in all discussions of cultural literacy the
issue is, whose culture will be empowered to set the terms of literacy? Writing teachers are already acquainted with one such discussion in the debate
over students' right to their own language. Personally, I believe that the kind
of cultural literacy whose development is both chronicled and advocated in
Perry's scheme is desirable for all students. But I do not want to begin here
the lengthy argument that would be needed to defend that view.
Here I would simply like to make the point that our assumptions about
the ends of education are strongly culture-bound, as Perry helps us see. Furthermore, Perry gives us a perspective on all college teachers as, in effect,
rhetors. To a high degree we persuade students to our values through our
use of language, in lectures, textbooks, informal discussions, and writing assignments. Writing-across-the-curriculum programs do not so much create
important roles for writing in all disciplines as they render us self-conscious
about the role writing already plays. Some college teachers may not be comfortable with the view of themselves as rhetors, preferring to see themselves
as investigators, reporters, value-neutral conveyors of truth. Perry's most important contribution to writing instruction may well be the critique he implies of this positivistic view of the teacher's role.

NOTES
1. "Examsmanship and the Liberal Arts," in Examining at Harvard College, ed. L. Bramson (Cambridge, Mass.: Faculty of the Arts and Sciences, Harvard University, 1963).
2. "The Content of Basic Writers' Essays,". College Composition and Communication,
31 (1980), 279-283, 285.
3. This new, experimental composition program was described in a paper presented by
Professor Gene Krupa of the University of Iowa at the 1983 Conference on College Composition and Communication. Professor Krupa did not want to draw any conclusions yet about
its worth.
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4. See, for example, Kiyo Morimoto, "Notes on the Context for Learning," Harvard Educational Review, 43 (1973), 245-257.
5. For a definition of the term, and an argument in favor of a cultural literacy similar to
that in Perry's scheme, see Richard Hoggart, "The Importance of Literacy," Journal of Basic
Writing, 3 (1980), 74-87.
6. See, for example, Janet Emig, "Writing as a Mode of Learning," College Composition
and Communication, 28 (1977), 122-128; and Linda Flower, "Writer-Based Prose: A Cognitive Basis for Problems in Writing," College English, 41 (1979), 19-37.
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Is Teaching Still Possible?
Writing, Meaning, and Higher Order Reasoning
ANN E. BERTHOFF

In the memorable disquisition with which lie begins Permanence and
Change (Indianapolis, Ind.: Bobbs Merrill, 1954), Kenneth Burke explains

how thinking which does not include thinking about thinking is merely
problem-solving, an activity carried out very well by trouts.
Though all organisms are critics in the sense that they interpret the signs
about them, the experimental speculative technique made available by
speech would seem to single out the human species as the only one possessing an equipment for going beyond the criticism of experience to a criticism of criticism. We not only interpret the characters of events. . We
may also interpret our interpretations. (pp. 5-6)
.

.

That species-specific capacity for thinking about thinking, for interpreting
interpretations, for knowing our knowledge, is, I think, the chief resource for
any teacher and the ground of hope in the enterprise of teaching reading
and writing.
I plan to be cheerful but there is a certain amount of setting aside which

needs to be done before I can confidently claim that teaching is still possible. About half my time Will go to nay-saying: I want first to assess the hazards of developmental models and the positivist views of language which
underwrite them. I will turn then to a consideration of how alternative views
of language and learning can help us invent a pedagogy that views reading
and writing as interpretation and the making of meaning.
Reprinted from College English 46.8 (December 1984): 743-55. Used with permission.
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What we have these days is properly described, I think, as a pedagogy of
exhortation: "Feel comfortable. . . Wake up! . Find something you're interested in. . Get your thesis statement. . Say what you really think. . .
Go over your paper and take out all unnecessary words." But exhortation,
whether left-wing or right-wing, is not instructive. (No writer ever puts in
.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

words which he or she thinks are unnecessary; learning to discover that
some are is one of the chief challenges in learning to write.) What must supplant the pedagogy of exhortation is a "pedagogy of knowing." The phrase is
Paulo Freire's, and he means by it what Socrates, Montessori, Jane Addams,
I. A. Richards, Roger Ascham, or other great teachers would have meant,
namely, that unless and until the mind of the learner is engaged, no meaning will be made, no knowledge can be won.
What chiefly forestalls our moving from a pedagogy of exhortation to a
pedagogy of knowing is a dependence on a view of language which cannot
account for meaning nor give an account of meanings. A positivist conception of language as a "communication medium," as a set of muffin tins into
Which the batter of thought is poured, leads to question-begging representations and models of the composing process. Understanding what a pedagogy.

of knowing would involve is prevented by an unhealthy confusion about
what development means and a damaging dependence on the stage models
which cognitive psychologists have elaborated, supposedly for the benefit of
rhetoricians as well as for guidance counsellors, therapists, curriculum designers, and the publishers of values clarification kits.
Let me begin with a passage from an article by a rhetorician who is discussing cross-disciplinary programs.
Since the. early 1970s. evidence has been accumulating which suggests that
up to fifty percent of the adolescent population in this country fail to make
the transition from the concrete operational stage to formal operations by

the time they have reached late high school or college age. Judging from
this empirical research, it would appear that as many as half of our students

from junior high on into adulthood are unable to think abstractly, to
process and produce logical propositions.'

Three points are notable: First, the Piagetian model, which is of course intended to represent the stages of development of the language and thought
of the child, is here applied to the reasoning of young adults; second, "empirical research" is taken as providing evidence in support of certain claims
about learning; third, the failure to reach the stage of formal operations is
made equivalent to an inability to "think abstractly," which, in turn, is identified as processing and producing logical propositions. These are all mis308
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conceptions. The attempt to apply the Piagetian stage model to nonchildren is futile; the claim that empirical research supports the efficacy of

doing so is false; the identification of abstract thought with processing
propositions begs the question of what constitutes that process.
What the child does or does not do may look like what the incompetent
or deficient or uneducated adult does or does not do, but it does not follow

that the two instances are alike so far as motivation or function are concerned. Just so, the savage is not a child; the lunatic is not a poet; the chimp
who has been taught sign language cannot be said to be using it as either the
hearing or deaf human being does. To see the similarities without noting the
differences is to settle for pseudo-concepts, in Vygotsky's phrase.
If we do form a concept of language as not just a medium of communication but a means of making meaning, we preclude a dependence on empirical research to find out what is happening in our classrooms, to see what
writers do when they compose. If you start with a working concept of language as a means of making meaning, you are recognizing that language
can only be studied by means of language. Understood in such terms as context, purpose, intention, import, reference, significance, ambiguity, representa-

tion, and so on, linguistic structures or texts or speech acts can only be
studied by interpreting the interdependencies of meaningsand by interpreting our interpretations. But if these conceptions are central, what is
there for empirical researchers to investigate? Empiricists do not generally
recognize that all method, including scientific method, entails interpretation; they do not generally recognize that there are no raw data; there are no
self-sufficient facts; there is no context-free evaluation. Their method is not
to recognize the fact that all knowledge is mediated and that facts must be
formulated, but to proceed as if interpretation were supererogatory. Empirical researchers leave out of account meaning because they have no means
of accounting for it. I. A. Richards observed of this kind of investigator that
he "does not know how to respect the language."
He does not yet have a conception of the language which would make it
respectable. He thinks of it as a code and has not yet learned that it is an
organthe supreme organ of the mind's self-ordering growth. Despite all
his claims to be expert in collecting, reporting, comparing, and systematizing linguistic facts, he has not yet apprehended the greatest of them all:
that language is an instrument for controlling our becoming.2

Some of the human sciences have seen the folly of denying the very sub-

ject which should be at the heart of the study of the language animal, the
animal symbolicum. The anthropologist Clifford Geertz, in a wonderful
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essay called "Thick Description," shows just what it means to ask questions
about what human beings are doing.3 He undertakes to explain how context

and perspective function in interpretation by subjecting an example of
Gilbert Ryle's to analysis: A boy is seen to wink; another boy has a tic which
involves his eyelid; a third boy is seen practicing an imitation of the boy with
the tic. Try describing these "behaviors," as the empirical researcher would

call them, and watch two of them become human acts, motivated and
meaningful and subject to interpretation.
If meaning is set aside in the search for "data," the findings will not then
be applicable to the making of meaning. But composition specialists who
follow psycholinguistic principles of analysis want to have it both ways: their

empirical research requires that meaning be left out of account, but they
also want to claim that their findings are relevant to pedagogy. What writers
do is thus confused with what psycholinguists want to study. This methodological pitfall is impossible to avoid when the investigator is guided by a
conception of language as a code.`
The empiricist needs something to measure, and cohesive devices can
be counted, once there is a taxonomy. They are a feature of discourse analysis, which is not, as one might have thought, a matter of studying the dialectic of what-is-said and what-is-meant; it is not the analysis of intention and
recalcitrant linguistic structures in dialectic, the relationship that makes the
representation of meaning possible; it is by no means simply a fancy name
for "critical reading": discourse analysis is the study of "information management," "thematic structure," "sentence rules," and, preeminently, of "cohesion." Now the "cohesiveness" of a text is not the same thing as "coherence."
Coherence is mentalistic; it isn't there on the page; it cannot be measured
and graphed; it can only be interpreted in terms of the emergent meanings
of the writer. But for the psycholinguistic investigator, it is not writers who
produce texts; texts are created by cohesive devices.
At a recent conference I heard a psycholinguist explain how, in order to
foreground the cohesive devices, he had to reduce the role of meaning. The

first problem in the design of his experiment was to find a passage or a
stretch of discourse in which meaning was not important so that it would he
easier to measure the responsiveness of college students to cohesive devices.
He spent some time in preparing the text, but I wondered why he didn't simply excise something from any textbook in any discipline published in any
year, since they are generally written so that readers will not he irritated or
distracted by the need to interpret what is being said in an attempt to understand what was intended.
This kind of empirical research institutionalizes the pedagogy of exhor-

tation: "Does your paper flow? If not, check your transitions. Can your
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reader follow you? Be sure to give him clues." Thus we get papers full
of roadsigns pointing in the wrong direction however, when there is no
however relationship; on the other hand, introducing a faulty parallel; redundancy (the uninstructed writer's only means of emphasis); end linkages

which I call Nixonian Syntactic Ligaturewith the beginning of each
sentence picking up the exact wording of the end of the preceding sentence.
Research on cohesive devices easily seeps into composition theory because it
sounds scientific and because anything that lets us count will seem helpful
in evaluating what we think 'we are teaching. But the fact that cohesive ties
may be identified and classified can easily distract us from the problem of
learning how to help writers discover, in the very act of realizing their intentions, the discursive power of language itself, what Edward Sapir meant by
calling language heuristic. Empirical research into "discourse acquisition" is
likely, I think, to mislead usto lead us away from thinking about thinking,
to keep us from studying the process whereby writers discover the resources
of language and learn to control them in the making of meaning.5
The challenge to experimental design should be not to reduce meaning
or to try to eliminate it; this is a primitive conception of what disembedding

involves. The challenge to experimental design is not to dispense with
meaning but to control language so that there are not too many meanings at
a time; so that the learners can discern, in I. A. Richards' words, "the partially parallel task" (Speculative Instruments, p. 96) when they confront it; so
that the teacher, by means of a careful sequence of lessons or assignments,
can assure that the students are conscious of their minds in action, can develop their language by means of exercising deliberate choice. Positivists see
no virtue whatsoever in consciousness of consciousness since they model

conceptualization on motor skillsand everybody knows that there consciousness becomes self-consciousness: you'll fall off the bicycle if you think
hard about what you're doing. What is forgotten is that wherever language is

concerned we are dealing with symbolic acts. Consciousness there is not
that "self" consciousness which is so destructive but Freire's "conscientization" or Burke's "interpretation of our interpretations" or Richards' "comprehending our comprehensions more comprehensively" or Coleridge's
"knowing our knowledge" or Cassirer's "confrontation of an act of awareness" and so on. Consciousness of consciousness is entailed in our activity as
language animals.

If psychologists would read Susanne K. Langer's Mind: An Essay on
Human Feeling, they would have a clearer idea of what they are about.
Or they could read a little phenomenology, but psychology is usually
about a generation behind. Thus psychologists have recently taken up
structuralism, just as it's being laid to rest elsewhere. And before that it was
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operationalism, which fed itself on hard data. Robert Oppenheimer, in a
brilliant talk to the American Psychological Association in 1955, urged the

members not to mimic a determinist physics "which is not there any
more" ("Analogy in Science," reprinted in Reclaiming the .Imagination,
pp. 189-202). He suggested, rather, that they listen to a man named Jean
Piaget. Nowadays, when psychology is awash in Piagetian concepts, it is
hard to imagine that this warning was necessary, but Oppenheimer realized that those in charge were the successors to those whom William
James had called "brass instrument psychologists." Oppenheimer said: "I
make this plea not to treat too harshly those who tell you a story, having
observed carefully without having established that they are sure that the
story is the whole story and the general story" (p. 201).

The story Piaget had to tell was certainly interesting, but it isn't the
whole story or the general story, and some psychologists, by examining Piaget's experimental designs very carefully, have shown how and where he

went wrong. I call your attention to an excellent little book, Children's
Minds, by Margaret Donaldson (New York: Norton, 1979). (She is neither
polemical about Piaget nor worshipful of some anti-Piaget.) Dozens of experiments are described which offer alternative explanations of children's
responses to certain questions and situations designed to test their cognitive
skills. They clearly establish that Piaget's findings, in instance after instance,
are the artifacts of his procedures. The alleged incapacity to "decenter" is
seen to be a matter of difficulty in locomotion and movement and not in a
lack of "object concept" or an incapacity to entertain other points of view. It
seems clear that children who made. "egocentric" responses in various experiments of Piaget did not fully understand what they were supposed to do.
Margaret Donaldson writes in one of the summaries:.
Children are not at any stage as egocentric as Piaget has claimed ... [they]
are not so limited in ability to reason deductively as Piaget and others
have claimed.
There is no reason to suppose that [the child] is born
with an 'acquisitive device' which enables him to structure and make sense
of the language he hears while failing to structure and make sense of the
other features of his environment. (pp. 55-56)
.

.

.

The recent corrective experiments she discusses are fascinating, but there
are precedents. What Margaret Donaldson's psychologists have done for the
semantics and syntax of Piagetian questions, Rudolf Arnheim did for visual
representation in Piagetian problems. Ever alert to the powers of visual
thinking, Arnheim illustrates what he calls "visual illiteracy" with a pair of

drawings in cross section of a water tap in open and closed position,
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schematic representations used in one of Piaget's perceptual problems. In a
series of devastating questions in Visual Thinking (Berkeley: University of

California Press, 1969) he points out the ambiguities and concludes as
follows:

I am not denying that a person, immunized and warned by years of exposure to mediocre textbook illustrations, mail order catalogues, and similar
products of visual ineptness, can figure out the meaning of these drawings,
especially if helped by verbal explanation. But surely, if a child passes the
test he does so in spite of the drawing, not with the help of it; and if he fails,
he has not shown that he does not understand the working of a tap. He
may simply be unable to extricate himself from a visual pitfall. (p. 312)

But of course the centrally important critique of Piaget's work came from
Lev Vygotsky as early as 1932. Vygotsky's strictures concern not only the rela-

tionship of language and thought but also that of learning and instruction.6
All study of language and thought, Vygotsky argued, must begin with the
"unit of meaning," since neither language as element nor thought as element
can be apprehended in its real character without the context provided by the
other. Speech is not articulated sound plus intention; it is not speech until
and unless it is meaningful. Neither language nor thought is meaningful outside a social contextwhich is to say that purpose and intention are from the
first constrained not by a need for "communication" but by a need for representation, which of course invites and demands interpretation. Language is
symbolic activity and from the first establishes itself in a social setting. The
crucial difference between Vygotsky's procedures and Piaget's is that language is built into Vygotsky's test design and the tester is actively involved in
exchanges with the subject. Piaget, Vygotsky thought, did not appreciate the
complex dialectic of the learning curve and the role of instruction. The ex:planation for the misleading questions and the ambiguous directions is to be
sought in the fact that Piaget thought that the only way to test cognitive skills
was to isolate them as far as possible from language-dependent settings. The
failure to understand the interdependence of language and thought is consonant with the misconception of the role of instruction which, like test design,
is considered by Piaget in mechanistic terms.
Why should we care about Piaget and his critics? Don't we have enough

to do, taking care of course design and teacher training and writing across
the curriculum and trying to assure the survival of departments of English
and to assuage deans who are counting FTE's don't we have enough to do
without worrying over arguments which may or may not be intelligible or
important? The answer is that if we don't understand the grounds for a criti313
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cal appraisal of theories of cognitive development, if we let our practice be
guided by whatever we are told has been validated by empirical research, we
will get what we have got: a conception of learning as contingent on development in a straightforward, linear fashion; of development as a pre-set program which is autonomous and does not require instruction; of language as
words used as labels; of meaning as a one-directional, one-dimensional at-

tribute; of the human mind as an adaptive mechanism. Thus are we
wrecked on the rocks of teaching seen as intervention; of the so-called
student-centered classroom; of single-skill correction; of discourse analysis,
in which the chief function of discourse is disregarded; of reading instruc-

tion in which language is considered solely as a graphic code; of writing
seen as the assignment of topics sequenced according to the commonplaces
of classical rhetoric, as interpreted by associationist psychology: narrative before description, compare-contrast separate from definition, expression way

before exposition; an affective English 101 (Turn off your mind and float
downstream) and a cognitive English 102 (Get your thesis statement! Generalize! Be brief! Don't generalize!).
Developmental models uncritically deployed lead to the kind of judgment exemplified in the final sentence of the text I took as my point of departure, the one stating that students can't think abstractly, that they can't
or process logical propositions." We should not be surprised that
this writer goes on to say that "It is fairly obvious from work done in psychology that we cannot accelerate the transition from concrete to formal operations." What is surprising is the rest of the sentence: "but we may be able to
promote its natural development by creating a more natural classroom envi-

ronment" (Freisinger, p. 163). Why would we aim to promote its "natural
development" if we don't think we can "accelerate the transition" to a stage
now long overdue? Yet I am cheered by this absurd contradiction, cheered
according to the same logic by which Gide was led to praise hypocrisy as a
step in the right direction. I think the writer is a better teacher than the theory he explicitly depends on lets him be; so lie discards it! He finds another
which allows him to speak of promoting natural development in a natural
environment. That sounds like somebody who believes that teaching is still
possible!

I am now ready to be cheerful. The first piece of good news is that what
college students find difficultwhat everybody finds difficult, what diplomats
and doctors, of medicine and of philosophy, find difficult, is not abstraction
but generalization. These acts of mind are conflated by positivists, but they are
not the same. Abstraction is not generalization. This is not a quibble; if it were,
our enterprise would be futile and the very idea of education fatuous.
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Abstraction is natural, normal: it is the way we make sense of the world in
perception, in dreaming, in all expressive acts, in works of art, in all imagining. Abstraction is the work of the active mind; it is what the mind does as it
forms. The name for this power of mind used to be imagination: We do not
have to teach it:'it is the work of our Creator. It is a God-given power or, if you
prefer, it is a specific power the animal symbolicum has in lieu of a repertory
of instincts which obviate the necessity of interpreting interpretations. We do
not have to teach abstraction. What we do have to do is to show students how
to reclaim their imaginations so that "the prime agent of all human perception" can be for them a living model of what they do when they write. What
we must learn to do, if we are to move from the pedagogy of exhortation to a
pedagogy of knowing, is to show our students how to use what they already do
so cleverly in order to learn how to generalizehow to move froM abstraction in the non-discursive mode to discursive abstraction, to generalization.
We must strive to "raise implicit recognitions to explicit differentiations": that
phrase comes from a book called The Philos'ophy of Rhetoric, published
nearly fifty years ago by I. A. Richards. We do not yet have a philosophy of
rhetoric, for the very good reason that we, teachers of reading and writing and
those responsible for literacy at all levels, have not "taken charge of the criticism of our own assumptions," as Richards urged. The second piece of good
news is that there is a semiotics which can guide that enterprise.
It starts from a triadic rather than a dyadic conception of the sign and
you can represent it rather easily by drawing two triangles. Draw first an
equilateral triangle, pointing upward. At the southwest corner write "Writer
or encoder"; at the southeast, write "Audience or decoder" and at the top,
write "Message." This constitutes what positivist rhetoricians call the triangle of discourse: It is worthless. As you can easily see, it leaves out purpose,
meaning, and intention; it confuses message with signal. Now draw another

equilateral triangle and make the base a dotted line. Label the southwest
angle "representamen or symbol"; the southeast angle, "object or referent";
at the apex, write "interpretant or reference." You can get from the symbol to
what it represents only by means of a meaning, a mediating idea. This curious triangle represents the triadicity central to C. S. Peirce's semeiotics and it
appears in The Meaning of Meaning (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1944) by
Ogden and Richards, a work first published in 1922. I know of no evidence
that Vygotsky had read either Peirce or Ogden and Richards, but the triangle
with the dotted line appears in an excellent paper of his on symbolization as
mediated activity, first published in 1930 ("Mind in Society," reprinted in
Reclaiming the Imagination, pp. 61-72).

Triadicity is an idea whose time has surely come. It can help us take
charge of the criticism of our assumptions about teaching because in the tri315
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adic conception of the sign, the 'symbol-user, the knower, the learner is integral to the process of making meaning. The curious triangle, by thus representing the mediating function of interpretation, can serve as an emblem for
a pedagogy of knowing. Indeed, my third piece of good news is that triadicity
can help us reclaim imagination and the idea of language as "the supreme
organ of the mind's self-ordering growth." I will conclude now with a sketch
of this view of language and how it can lead us towards an authentic pedagogy of knowing.
Language seen as a means of making meaning has two aspects, the hypostatic and the discursive. By naming the world, we hold images in mind;
we remember; we can return to our experience and reflect on it. In reflecting, we can change, we can transform, we can envisage. Language thus be-

comes the very type of social activity by which we might move towards
changing our lives. The hypostatic power of language to fix and stabilize
frees us from the prison of the moment. Language recreates us as historical
beings. In its discursive aspect language runs along and brings thought with
it, as Cassirer puts it. Discourse grows from inner dialogue (and the differing
accounts by Piaget and Vygotsky of that development make a fascinating
study). From this earliest activity of the mind, language gradually takes on
the discursive forms which serve the communicative function. Because of
this tendency to syntax, we can articulate our thoughts; we can think about
thinking and thus interpret our interpretations.

Seeing language in this perspective encourages the recognition that
meaning comes first; that it is complex from the start; that its articulation is
contingent on the mind's activity in a human world. The chief hazard of the

developmental model is that it sanctions the genetic fallacythat what
comes first is simple, not complex, and that what comes after is a bigger version of a little beginning. Thus we have the idea that there is first one word

and then another, another, another, until there is enough to fill out the
awaiting syntactic structures. But this isn't the way it happens. The hypostatic word, the single uttered syllable, is a protosentence; syntax is deeply implicated, we might say, in every human cry. Children let a single word do
the work of the sentence until the discursive power of language can draw
out and articulate the meaning. The conception of a semantic component
added to a syntactic structure is a mechanistic conception which must be
supplanted. I suggest as an image of the growth and development of lan-

guage one of those little wooden flowers which the Japanese used to
makebefore they turned to silicon chipsa tiny compacted form which,
placed in a dish of water, opens and expands, blossoming in the shape of a
fully articulated flower. Please note the dialectic: it is the water which acts
to release the form. In my extended metaphor, the water is our social life,
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the essential context for the making of meaning. Cognitive psychologists
who deliberately ignore it have not advanced over those early kings whose
hobby it was to try to discover which language is oldest. They sequestered
newborn twins in castle keep or cottage, in the care of a mute nurse, and
breathlessly awaited news of what language it would be, when the babies
came to speak. And you can safely bet that the court astrologerthat protopsycholinguist saw to it that the first reported syllables were construed as
Swedish or Hebrew or whatever language it was that the monarchthat
proto-funding agencyexpected.
In my opinion the ambiguities of the determinism suggested by any account of natural, normal development can serve as the hinges of our thinking about thinking in the interest of discovering the laws of growth, the
interdependency of nature and nurture, seed and soil. Language and learning, like syntax and semantics, are in a dialectical relationship which we
must learn to construe and represent so that it is accessible to our students.
Just so, we must guide their consciousness of consciousness so that it can become the means of freeing the self from itself: as a pleasant way of resolving
that paradox, I recommend Walker Percy's new book, Lost in the Cosmos:
The Last Self-Help Book. After a startling and instructive analysis of twenty

versions of the lost self, we have a chapter on triadicity, the means of reclaiming the self. Dr. Percy is an artist, a scientist, and a philosopher for
whom triadicity provides the means of conceiving that symbolic activity
which defines the mind.
Because they make interpretation central, triadic models of the composing process are the trustworthy ones we need in developing a pedagogy of
knowing. The two I consider most useful are perception and dialogue. Every

course I teach begins with observationwith looking and looking again. It
is my strong conviction that what is looked at should include organic objects, themselves compositions. But of course we must also "problematize
the existential situation," as Freire rather infelicitously puts it. I bring seaweed and crab legs to class, the seed pods of sedges and five kinds of pine
cones, but I also ask students to problematize the soda cans and milk cartons
left from the last class.? (I haven't dared to undertake the archeology of the
waste basket: God knows what we might find!) We use my version of the

journalist's heuristic, HDWDWW?deliberately constructed to resist becoming an acronym: How does who do what and why? How does that come
to be on your desk? Who left it there? Why do you leave this junk around?

What are these things in evidence of? What is the meaning of this litter?
Looking and looking again helps students learn to transform things into
questions; they learn to see names as "titles for situations," as Kenneth Burke
puts it. In looking and naming, looking again and re- naming, they develop
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perspectives and contexts, discovering how each controls the other. They are
composing; they are forming; they are abstracting.
Perception is non-discursive abstraction; the questioning of perceptions
is the beginning of generalization, of discursive abstraction. Perception as a
model of the composing process lets us capitalize on the hypostatic function
of language. Students can discover that they are already thinking; by raising
implicit recognitions to explicit differentiations, they can, as it were, feel the
activity of their minds. By beginning with meaning, with complexity, we assure that minds will, indeed, be active. As I've been arguing, that complexity
must be controlled by the way we use language or it will overwhelm, but the
complexity entailed in making meaning should never be put off: elements of
what we want to end with must be present in some form from the first or we will
never get to them. That, I take it, is the chief law of growth.
Dialogue is the other triadic model. The "natural environment" neces-

sary to the growth and development of the discursive power of language
requires dialogue. Looking again starts that questioning which is the beginning of dialectic and it should be practiced in dialogue in class, of course,
but also in what I call a "dialectical notebook," the facing pages offering a
structure which enables the student to talk to herself. Dialogue is essential
not only because it provides practice in those other uses of languagespeaking and listening hut because it can model that constant movement from
the particular to the general and back again which for Vygotsky is the defining characteristic of concept formation. But let me be explicit about this nat-

ural environment: it is a prepared environment, in the sense in which
Montessori spoke of her classroom as a prepared environment. This dialectic of particularizing and generalizing, this conceptualizing, this thinking,
though it is a power natural by reason of language itself, though it is natural
to the human mind, must be put into practice. Like speech itself, it requires
a social context in which purposes can be arrived at, intentions discovered
and formulated and represented in different modes of discourse.
If college students find generalizing difficult, it's because nobody has
ever taught them how to go about it, and abstraction which proceeds by
means of generalizing concept formation, as it is often calledmust be deliberately learned and should therefore be deliberately taught. But few
methods for doing so have been developed and those which have are, generally speaking, of the type Freire calls the banking model: the teacher deposits valuable information. Developmental models are most dangerous
when they distract teachers from recognizing the deficiencies of their pedagogy. When we are told, as we are by almost everybody reporting research,
that students are good at narrative but fall apart when faced with exposition,
it is not necessary to hypothesize that students have con-le bang up against a
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developmental fence. The first step of the analysis should be to look at the
character of the assignments, at the sequence of "tasks." In an interesting

variation on this theme of "narrative good, exposition terrible," one researcher contrasts how well students do with persuasion and how poorly
they do with argument.8 She reports how intelligently students have jumped
through the hoops of compare-contrast, "explain a process," "describe an in-

cident," etc., etc.all in the interest of composing in the persuasive
modeonly to fall flat on their faces with the argumentation paper. And
guess where it came from? Not from exploration or dialogue or observation
or a close reading of texts. No: it came from an assigned topic on euthanasia.
Why is anybody surprised when they get terrible writing from a terrible assignment? "Who is to get the kidney machine?" is no advance at all over
"Which is greater, fire or water?" "Provocative" topics stimulate cant and
cliche; they breed Engfish; they lead to debate, which is by no means dialectic. Nobody learns from debate because, as Richards Often observed, the disputant is commonly too busy making a point to trouble to see what it is.

Assigning topicsthe essential strategy of the pedagogy of exhortation

is no substitute for instruction. But the deeper reason for the failure in

the argumentation paper is the same as for the proclaimed success in the
persuasion paper. Persuasion is the air we breathe; it is the mode of advertisement. But where do our students hear argument? Mine do not have the
faintest idea of the conventions of an editorialand when have they ever
heard an authentic, dialectical exchange on television information shows?
The discourse we find familiar to the point of being able to reproduce it has

nothing to do with developmental stages, once childhood is passedor
maybe even before. You may be sure that prepubescent Presbyterians in the

eighteenth century were capable of composing arguments on natural depravity, while pre-pubescent Baptists were writing on grace abounding unto
the chief of sinners, and little Methodists were writing on topics like "Must
the drunkard be an unhappy man?" My advanced composition students find
almost intolerably difficult Huxley's "On a Piece of Chalk," a public lecture
which a century ago famously enthralled workers with no secondary education but Huxley's audience had heard two or three sermons every week of
their lives! Argument was the air you breathed, a hundred years ago. I am
not, of course, claiming authenticity or moral superiority for those who can

argue. I mean only that the capacity to manage disputation is a culturebound skill and that its dependence on neurobiological development is a
necessary but not a sufficient condition.
Ironically, it is sometimes students themselves who misconceive the developmental model. Especially older students fear that they must return to

Square One. They have to make it all up, they think. When we ask them,
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like everybody else, to look and look again, we must, by a careful choice of

readingon the model of malt whiskey, not diet soda lead them to discover that scientists and lawyers and poets look and look again. Of course we

must begin with where they areas meaning makers. We must, in I. A.
Richards' phrase, offer them "assisted invitations" to look carefully at what
they are doingobserving a weed or drawing up a shopping list in order to
discover how to do it.9 Our job is to devise sequences of assignments which
encourage conscientization, the discovery of the mind in action. That will
not be accomplished by setting topics, no matter how nicely matched to the
"appropriate" developmental stage they might be.
Rather, in our pedagogy of knowing, we will encourage the discovery of
mind by assuring that language is seen not as a set of slots, not as an inert
code to be mastered by drill, but as a means of naming the world; of holding
the images by whose means we human beings recognize the forms ofour experience; of reflecting on those images, as we do on other words. We teachers will assure that language is continually exercised to name and establish
likes and differents so that by sorting and gathering, students will learn to define: they will learn to abstract in the discursive mode; they will learn to generalize. They will thus be able to "think abstractly" because they will he
learning how meanings make further meanings possible, how form finds further form. And we will, in our pedagogy of knowing, he giving our students
back their language so that they can reclaim it as an instrument for controlling their becoming.

NOTES
1. Randall Freisinger, "Cross-Disciplinary Writing Workshops: Theory and Practice,"
College English, 42 (1980), 163.
2. Speculative Instruments (New York: Harcourt Brace, 1955), p. 9. It is the Jack of a phi-

losophy of language that could properly account for meaning which invalidates the procedures so frequently recommended for students of the composing process. George Hillocks,
for instance, suggests that inquiry procedures are well-modelled by ethology. (See his article
"Inquiry and the Composing Process: Theory and Research," College English, 44 [1982],
659-673.) But as Susanne K. Langer has shown in the second volume of Mind: An Essay. on
Human Feeling (Baltimore, Md.: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1972), Frisch, Tinbergen,
et al. are unaware of the role metaphor plays in their descriptions; of presuppositions which
remain entirely unexamined; of distortions resulting from a failure to differentiate animal and
human acts. Ethological interpretations are shown to be pseudoconcepts, generalizations
about particular cases, not authentic concepts.
3. The Interpretation of Cultures (New York: Basic Books, 1973), pp. 3-30. Reprinted in
my Reclaiming the Imagination, (Upper Montclair, N.J.: Boynton/Cook, 1984), pp. 226-248.
4. -Max Black in an essay on Whorf entitled "Linguistic Relativity" notes "the linguist's
fallacy of imputing his own sophisticated attitudes to the speakers lie is studying" (Models and
Metaphors [Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1962], p. 247).
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5. I do not deny the value of analyzing cohesive devices in the context of discourse; this,
I take it, is precisely what Richards had in mind when he called rhetoric "the study of how
words work." But "discourse analysis," as presently practiced, does not always take into account the interdependence of linguistic and rhetorical functions. It begs the question of the
relationship of language and thought, because the positivist conception of language by which
it is guided does not provide the means for accounting for meaning. Discourse analysts separate thinking from writing, which they conceive of as the manipulation of devices. When
Research on
Charles R. Cooper tells us in "Procedures for Describing Written Texts"
Writing, ed. Peter Mosenthal and Shaun Walmsley [New York: Longman, 1983]) that the
"thinking process leads the writer to choose appropriate strategies and forms for presenting
the outcomes of thought as written text" (p. 291), lie has not been alert to those hazards Vygotsky urges us to avoid by beginning with the unit of meaning. For Professor Cooper it is
clearly not part of the procedure for describing, much less for producing, "texts" to take into
account the heuristic powers of language or the interplay of feedback and what Richards calls
"feedforward." Yet "shaping at the point of utterance" is not exclusively an oral phenomenon.
It should be noted that for Halliday and Masan, whose taxonomy is widely used, the
working concept of a text is as a semantic unit. For an excellent discussion of the interdependence of meaning and grammatical, logical, and rhetorical forms, see Jeanne Fahnestock,
"Semantic and Lexical Coherence," College Composition and Communication, 34 (1983),
400-416. And see anything Josephine Miles has ever written.

6. See especially "Development of Scientifc Concepts in Childhood" in Thought and
Language, trans. and ed. Eugenia Hanfman and Gertrude Vakar (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT
Press, 1962). Vygotsky analyzes the theories of the relationship of learning and development
held by Piaget, William James, and the Gestaltists and then goes on to outline his own theory, the central feature of which is "the zone of proximal development." The interdependence of "scientific" and "spontaneous" concepts is exactly analogous to that of discursive
and mythic forms of thought in Cassirer's philosophy of symbolic forms and Susanne K.
Langer's philosophy of mind. The idea of development "upward" in spontaneous conceptualization and "downward" in the formation of scientific concepts is fundamental to Vygotsky's dialectical conception of learning and development as set forth in Mind in Society: The
Development of Higher Psychological Processes, ed. Michael Cole, Vera John-Steiner, Sylvia
Scribner, and Ellen Souberman (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1978). See especially pp. 78-91.
7. For excellent examples and interesting procedures, see Ira Shor, Critical Teaching
and Everyday Life (Boston: South End Press, 1980), pp. 155-194.

8. Susan Miller, "Rhetorical Maturity: Definition and Development," in Reinventing
the Rhetorical Tradition, ed. Aviva Freedman and Ian Pringle (Conway, Ark.: L & S Books,
1980), pp. 119-127.
9. I* have borrowed the phrase "assisted invitations" for the exercises in Formingirhinking/Writing: The Composing Imagination (Upper Montclair, N.J.: Boynton/Cook, 1982).
Richards returns continually to the importance of the conscious and deliberate auditing of
meaning as a means of making further meaning. See Ann E. Berthoff, "I. A. Richards and the
Audit of Meaning," New Literary History, 14 (1982), 64-79.
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Narrowing the Mind and Page
Remedial Writers and Cognitive Reductionism
MIKE ROSE

There has been a strong tendency in American educationone that took
modern shape with the I.Q. movementto seek singular, unitary cognitive
explanations for broad ranges of poor school performance.- And though this

trendI'll call it cognitive reductionism has been challenged on many
fronts (social and political as well as psychological and psychometric), it is
surprisingly resilient. It re-emerges. We see it in our field in those discussions of basic and remedial writers that suggest that unsuccessful writers
think in fundamentally different ways from successful writers. Writing that
is limited to the concrete, that doesn't evidence abstraction or analysis, that
seems illogical is seen, in this framework, as revealing basic differences in
perception, reasoning, or language) This speculation has been generated,
shaped, and supported by one or more theories from psychology, neurology,
and literary studies.
Studies of cognitive style suggest that people who can be characterized as
"field-dependent" (vs. those who are "field-independent") might have trouble with analytical tasks. Popular articles on brain research claim a neurophysiological base for some humans to be verbal, logical, analytical thinkers
and for others to be spatial, holistic, non-verbal thinkers. Jean Piaget's work
on the development of logical thought seems pertinent as well: some students
might not have completed their developmental ascent from concrete to abstract reasoning. And orality-literacy theorists make connections between literacy and logic and suggest that the thinking of some minority groups might
Reprinted from College Composition and Communication 39.3 (October 1988): 267-98.
Used with permission.
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be affected by the degree to which their culture has moved from oral to literate modes of behavior.
The applications of these theories to poor writers appear in composition
journals and papers at English, composition, and remedial education conferences. This is by no means the only way people interested in college-age
remedial writers talk about thinking-writing connections, but the posing of
generalized differences in cognition and the invoking ofPiaget, field dependence and the rest has developed into a way of talking about remediation.
And though this approach has occasionally been challenged in journals, it

maintains a popular currency and encourages a series of bold assertions:
poor writers can't form abstractions; they are incapable of analysis; they perceive the world as an undifferentiated whole; the speech patterns they've acquired in their communities seriously limit their critical capacity.
I think we need to look closely at these claims and at the theories used to
support them, for both the theories and the claims lead to social distinctions
that have important consequences, political as well as educational. This is
not to deny that the theories themselves have contributed in significant ways
to our understanding of mental processes (and Piaget, of course, shaped an
entire field of research), but their richness should not keep us from careful
consideration of their limits, internal contradictions, and attendant critical
discussions and counterstatements. Consideration of the theories leads us
naturally to consideration of their applicability to areas beyond their original
domain. Such application often overgeneralizes the theory: Ong's brilliant

work on orality and literacy, for example, moves beyond its history-ofconsciousness domain and becomes a diagnostic framework. A further prob-

lem sometimes inherent in the theories themselves, sometimes a result of
reductive application is the tendency to diminish cognitive complexity
and rely on simplified cognitive oppositions: independent vs. dependent, literate vs. oral, verbal vs. spatial, concrete vs. logical. These oppositions are
textbook-neat, but, as much recent cognitive research demonstrates, they are
narrow and misleading. Yet another problem is this: these distinctions are
usually used in a way meant to be value-free (that is, they highlight differences rather than deficits in thinking), but, given our culture, they are any-

thing but neutral. Social and political hierarchies end up encoded in
sweeping cognitive dichotomies.

In this article I would like to reflect on the problems with and limitations of this particular discourse about remediation. To do this, I'll need to
provide a summary of the critical discussion surrounding each of the theories in its own field, for that complexity is too often lost in discussions of
thought and writing. As we move through the essay, I'll point out the problems in applying these theories to the thought processes of poor writers.
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And, finally, I'll conclude with some thoughts on studying cognition and
writing in less reductive ways.

COGNITIVE STYLE:
FIELD DEPENDENCE-INDEPENDENCE
Cognitive style, broadly defined, is an "individual's characteristic and con-

sistent manner of processing and organizing what he [or she] sees and
thinks about" (Harre and Lamb 98). In theory, cognitive style is separate
from verbal, quantitative, or visual intelligence; it is not a measure of how
much people know or how well they mentally perform a task, but the manner in which they perform, their way of going about solving a problem, their
style. Cognitive style research emerges out of the study of individual differences, and there have been a number of theories of cognitive style proposed
in American and British psychology since the late 40's. Varied though they
are, all the theories discuss style in terms of a continuum existing between
two polar opposites: for example, reflectivity vs. impulsivity, analytic vs.
global, complexity vs. simplicity, levelling vs. sharpening, risk-taking vs.
cautiousness, field-dependence vs. field-independence. Field dependenceindependence, first described by Herman A. Witkin in 1949, is, by far, the
most researched of the cognitive styles, and it is the style that seems to be
most discussed in composition circles.
The origins of the construct are, as Witkin, Moore, Goodenough, and
Cox note, central to its understanding. Witkin's first curiosity concerned the
degree to which people use their surrounding visual environment to make
judgments about the vertical position of objects in a field. Witkin devised
several devices to study this issue, the best known being the Rod and Frame
Test. A square frame on a dark background provides the surrounding visual
field, and a rod that rotates within it is the (potentially) vertical object. Both

the frame and the rod can separately be rotated clockwise or counterclockwise, and "[t]he subject's task is to adjust the rod to a position where lie
perceives it as upright, while the frame around it remains in its initial position of tilt" ("Field-Dependent" 3). Witkin, 'et al.'s early findings revealed
some interesting individual differences:
For some, in order for the rod to be apprehended as properly upright, it
must be fully aligned with the surrounding frame, whatever the position of
the frame. If the frame is tilted 30 [degrees] to the right, for example, they
will tilt the rod 30 [degrees] to the right, and say the rod is perfectly straight

in that position. At the opposite extreme of the continuous performance
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range are people who adjust the rod more or less close to the upright in
making it straight, regardless of the position of the surrounding frame.
They evidently apprehend the rod as an entity discrete from the prevailing
visual frame of reference and determine the uprightness of the rod according to the felt position of the body rather than according to the visual frame
immediately surrounding it. ("Field-Dependent" 3-4)

A subject's score is simply the number of degrees of actual tilt of the rod
when the subject claims it is straight.

Witkin and his associates later developed another measureone that
was much less cumbersome and could be given to many people at once
The Embedded Figures Test.2 Witkin, et al. considered the Embedded Figures Test to be similar to the Rod and Frame Test in its "essential perceptual
structure." The subject must locate a simple geometric design in a complex
figure, and "once more what is at issue is the extent to which the surrounding visual framework dominates perception of the item within it" (6). A subject's score on the test is the number of such items he or she can disembed
in a set time.

The "common denominator" between the two tests is "the extent to
which the person perceives part of the field as discrete from the surrounding
field as a whole, rather than embedded in the field; or the extent to which
the organization of the prevailing field determines perception of its components" (7). Put simply, how strong is our cognitive predisposition to let surrounding context influence what we see? Witkin soon began to talk of the
differences between field dependence vs. independence as differences between articulated (or analytic) vs. global perception:
At one extreme there is a consistent tendency for experience to be global
and diffuse; the organization of the field as a whole dictates the manner in
which its parts are experienced. At the other extreme there is a tendency
for experience to be delineated and structured; parts of a field are experienced as discrete and the field as a whole organized. To these opposite
poles of the cognitive styles we may apply the labels "global and articulated." ("Psychological Differentiation" 319)

Witkin's tests were tapping interesting individual differences in perception and cognition, but the really tantalizing findings emerged as Witkin
and his colleagues began pursuing a wide-ranging research agenda that, essentially, sought correlations between performance on field dependence-

independence tests and performance on a variety of other cognitive,
behavioral, and personality tests, measures, and activities. Hundreds of these
studies followed, ranging from the insightful (correlating cognitive style with
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the way teachers structure social science concepts) to the curious (correlating cognitive style with the shortness of women's skirts). Some of the studies
yielded low correlations, and some were inconclusive or were contradictorybut, in general, the results, as summarized by educational psychologist Merlin Wittrock, resulted in the following two profiles:
To the degree that people score high on field independence they
tend to be: "relatively impersonal, individualistic, insensitive to others and their reinforcements, interested in abstract subject matter,
and intrinsically motivated. They have internalized frames of reference, and experience themselves as separate or differentiated from
others and the environment. They tend to use previously learned
principles and rules to guide their behavior" (93).
To the degree that people score low on field independence they are,
by default, field-dependent, and they tend to be: "more socially oriented, more aware of social cues, better able to discern feelings of
others from their facial expressions, more responsive to a myriad of
information, more dependent on others for reinforcement and for
defining their own beliefs and sentiments, and more in need of extrinsic motivation and externally defined objectives" (93).

The tendency of the field-independent person to perceive particular shapes
and orientations despite context, and the tendency of the field-dependent
person to let "the organization of the field as a whole dictate the manner in
which its parts are experienced" seemed to be manifesting themselves in
motivation, cognition, and personality. A few relatively simple tests were revealing wide-ranging differences in the way people think and interact.
The psychometric neatness of this work seems a little too good to be
true, and, in fact, problems have been emerging for some time. My discussion of them will be oriented toward writing.
You'll recall that it is central to the theory that cognitive style is not a
measure of ability, of how well people perform a task, but a measure of their
manner of performance, their style. If we applied this notion to writing,
then, we would theoretically expect to find interesting differences in the way
discourse is produced, in the way a rhetorical act is conceived and executed:
maybe the discourse of .field independents would be more analytical and
impersonal while field-dependent discourse would be richer in social detail.
But these differences should not, theoretically, lead to gross differences in
quality. By some general measure, papers written by field-dependent and
field-independent students should have equal possibility of being acceptable
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discourse. They would just be different. However, the most detailed and
comprehensive cognitive style study of college-level writers I've yet seen
yields this: papers written by field-dependent students are simply poor papers,

and along most dimensionsspelling, grammar, development (Williams).
This doesn't fit. Conclusions emerge, but they don't jibe with what the theory predicts.

Such conceptual and testing perplexities are rooted, I believe, in the
field dependence-independence work itself. My review of the psychological
literature revealed seven problems with the construct, and they range from
the technical to the conceptual level.

For cognitive style to be a legitimate construct, it has to be distinct
from general intelligence or verbal ability or visual acuity, because cognitive style is not intended to be a measure of how "smart" someone is, but of

the manner in which she or he engages in an intellectual task. Unfortunately, there are a number of studies which suggest that field dependenceindependence significantly overlaps with measures of intelligence, which
are, themselves, complex and controversial. As early as 1960, Lee J. Cronbach wrote in his authoritative Essentials of Psychological Testing: "General reasoning or spatial ability accounts for much of Embedded Figures
performance as does difficulty in handling perceptual interference" (549).
In 1972, Philip Vernon, also a prominent researcher of individual differences, reviewed studies that investigated relations between scores on field
dependence-independence and various measures of "visual intelligence."
He concluded that "the strong positive correlation with such acwide range
of spatial tests is almost embarrassing" (368). And after conducting his own
study, Vernon declaimed that Embedded Figures Tests "do not define a
factor distinct from general intelligence . . . and spatial ability or visualiza-

tion" (386). Things become more complicated. Vernon, and other researchers (see, for example, Linn and Kyllonen), present factor-analytic
data that suggest that determining the position of the rod within the frame
and disembedding the hidden figures tap different mental constructs, not

the unitary construct Witkin had initially postulated.3 It is possible, of
course, that different aspects of field dependence-independence are being
tapped by the different tests and that two of them should be administered
togetheras Witkin, in fact, recommended. But even if researchers used
multiple measures (as few havemost use only the Embedded Figures
Test because of its utility), the problem of overlap with measures of intelligence would remain. In short, it's not certain just what the field
dependence-independence tests are measuring, and it's very possible that
they are primarily tapping general or spatial intelligence.
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There is a further testing problem. In theory, each pole of a cognitive
style continuum "has adaptive value in certain circumstances . . . neither
end of [a] cognitive style dimension is uniformly more adaptive . . adaptiveness depends upon the nature of the situation and upon the cognitive
requirements of the task at hand" (Messick 9). Now, there have been studies
which show that field-dependent people seem to attend more readily than
field-independent people to social cues (though the effects of these studies
tend to be small or inconsistentsee McKenna), but it is important to note
that Witkin and his colleagues have never been able to develop a test that
positively demonstrates field dependence. The Rod and Frame Test, the
.

Embedded Figures Testand all the other tests of field dependence
independence assess how well a person displays field independence.
Field dependence is essentially determined by default the more a person
fails at determining the true position of the rod or the slower he is at disembedding the figure, the more field dependent he is. This assessment-bydefault would not be a problem if one were testing some level of skill or
intellectual ability, say, mechanical aptitude. But where a bipolar and
"value-free" continuum is being assessedwhere one is not "deficient" or
"maladaptive" regardless of score, but only different, where both fieldindependent and field-dependent people allegedly manifest cognitive
strengths as well as limitationsthen it becomes a problem if you can't devise a test on which field-dependent subjects would score well. Witkin, et
al. admit that the development of such a test is "an urgent task" (16). It has
not yet been developed.
But even if a successful test of field dependence could be created, prob-

lems with assessment would not be over. All existing tests of field
dependence-independence are, as Paul L. Wachtel points out:
in certain respects poorly suited for exploration of the very problem [they
were] designed to deal withthat of style. It is difficult to organize ideas
about different directions of development upon a framework which includes only one dimension, and only the possibility of "more" or "less."
(186)

Consider the notion of style. It would seem that style is best assessed by the
observation and recording of a range of behaviors over time. Yet the Rod and
Frame and Embedded Figures Tests don't allow for the revelation of the cognitive processes in play as the person tries to figure them out. That is, there is
no provision made for the subject to speak aloud her mental processes or

offer a retrospective account of them or explainas in Piagetian method329
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why she's doing what she's doing. We have here what Michael Cole and Barbara Means refer to as the problem of drawing process inferences from differ-

ences in task performance (65). It would be unfair to lay this criticism on
Witkin's doorstep alone, for it is a general limitation with psychometric approaches to cognition. (See, for example, Hunt.) But Witkin's work, since it
purports to measure style, is especially vulnerable to it.
Let us now rethink those composite profiles of field-independent vs.
field-dependent people. You'll recall that the correlations of all sorts of measures suggest that field-dependent people are more socially oriented, more
responsive to a myriad of information, etc., while field-independent people
tend to be individualistic, interested in abstract subject matter, and so on.
These profiles can be pretty daunting; they're built on hundreds of studies,
and they complement our folk wisdom about certain kinds of personalities.
But we must keep in mind that the correlations between tests of field independence and personality or cognitive measures are commonly .25 to .3 or
.4; occasionally, correlations as high as .5 or .6 are recorded, but they are unusual. That means that, typically, 84% to 94% of the variance between one

measure and the other remains to be accounted for by factors other than
those posited by the cognitive style theorist. Such studies accrue, and eventually the theorist lays them all side by side, notes the seeming commonali-

ties, and profiles emerge. You could consider these profiles telling and
veridical, but you could also consider them webs of thin connection.
We in the West are drawn to the idea of consistency in personality (from
Renaissance humors to Jungian types), and that attraction, I think, compels

us to seek out similar, interrelated consistencies in cognition. Certainly
there are regularities in the way human beings approach problems; we don't
go at our cognitive tasks willy-nilly. But when cognitive researchers try to
chart those consistencies by studying individual people solving multiple
problems they uncover a good deal of variation, variation that is potentially
efficient and adaptive. William F. Battig, for example, found in his studies of
adult verbal learning that most subjects employed different strategies at different times, even when working on a single problem. At least in the cogni-

tive dimension, then, it has proven difficult to demonstrate that people
approach different problems, in different settings, over time in consistent
ways. This difficulty, it seems to me, presents a challenge to the profiles provided by cognitive style theorists.
There are, finally, troubling conceptual-linguistic problems with field
dependence-independence theory, and they emerge most dramatically for
me when I try to rephrase some of Witkin's discussions of the two styles.
Here is one example:
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Persons with a global style are more likely to go along with the field "as is,"
without using such mediational processes as analyzing and structuring. In
many situations field-independent people tend to behave as if governed by

general principles which they have actively abstracted from their experiences. . In contrast, for field-dependent people information processing
systems seem to make less use of such mediators. (Witkin, et al. 21)
.

.

Statements like this are common in Witkin, and they flow along and make
sense in the discussion he offers usbut you stop cold if you consider for a
minute what it might mean for people to have a tendency to operate in the
world "without using such mediational processes as analyzing and structuring" or, by implication, to not "behave as if governed by general principles
which they have actively abstracted from their experiences." These seem,
like pretty extreme claims, given the nature and limitations of tests of cognitive style. All current theories of cognition that I'm familiar with posit that
human beings bring coherence to behavior by abstracting general principles
from experiences, by interpreting and structuring what they see and do.
When people can't do this sort of thing, or can only do it minimally, we assume that something is seriously wrong with them.
Witkin and his colleagues faced the dilemma that all theory builders
face: how to find a language with which to express complex, abstract ideas.
(For a Wittgensteinian analysis of Witkin's language, see Kurtz.) And given
the nature of language, such expression is always slippery. I think, though,
that Witkin and company get themselves into more than their fair share of
trouble. The language they finally choose is often broad and general: it is
hard to operationalize, and, at times, it seems applicable post hoc to explain almost any result (see Wachtel 184-85). It is metaphoric in troubling
ways. And it implies things about cognition that, upon scrutiny, seem problematic. I would suggest that if we're going to apply Witkin's notions to the
assessment of writing and cognition we'll need more focussed, less problematic definitions. Now, Witkin does, in fact, occasionally provide such
definitions, but they raise problems of a different order. And here again

we see the complications involved in connecting Witkin's theory to
composing.
In an admirably precise statement, Witkin, et al. note:
The individual who, in perception, cannot keep an item separate from the

surrounding fieldin other words, who is relatively field-dependent is
likely to have difficulty with that class of problems, and, we must emphasize, only with that class of problems, where the solution depends on
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taking some critical element out of the context in which it is presented
and restructuring the problem material so that the item is now used in a
different context. (9)

Consider rhetoric and the production of written language. For Witkin's formulation to apply, we would have to define rhetorical activity and written
language production as essentially involving the disembedding of elements.
from contexts and concomitant restructuring of those contexts. It seems to

me that such application doesn't hold. Even if there were a rhetorical-

linguistic test of cognitive styleand there isn't; the tests are visual,
perceptual-orientationalI think most of us would say that while we could
think of linguistic-rhetorical problems that might fit Witkin's description, it
would be hard to claim that it characterizes rhetorical activity and linguistic
production in any broad and inclusive way.
Second of all, it's important to remember that Witkin is talking about a
general disembedding skill, a skill that would be effective in a wide range of
contexts: engineering, literature, social relations. A number of contemporary students of cognition, however, question the existence of such general
cognitive skills and argue for more domain-specific strategies, skills, and
abilities (see, for example, Carey; Fodor; Gardner, Frames; Glaser; Perkins).
Given our experience in particular domains, we may be more or less proficient at disembedding and restructuring problem areas in literature but not

in engineering. Our ability to disembed the hidden geometric figures in
Witkin's test may be more related to our experience with such visual puzzles
than to some broad cognitive skill at disembedding. If a student can't structure an essay or take a story apart in the way we've been trained to do, cur-

rent trends in cognitive research would suggest that. her difficulties have
more to do with limited opportunity to build up a rich network of discourse
knowledge and strategy than with some general difference or deficit in her
ability to structure or analyze experience.

HEMISPHERICITY
The French physician Paul Broca announced in 1865 that "we speak with
the left hemisphere"; neurologists have had clinical evidence for some time
that damage to certain areas of the left side of the brain could result in dis-

ruptions in production or comprehension of speech-aphasiaand that
damage to certain areas of the right could result in space and body orientation problems; laboratory experiments with healthy people over the last 25
or so years have demonstrated that particular linguistic or spatial capacities
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seem to require the function of regions in the left or right brain respectively
.(though it is also becoming clear that there is some degree of right hemisphere involvement in language production and comprehension and left
hemispheric involvement in spatial tasks); and radical neurosurgery on a
dozen or so patients with intractable epilepsya severing of the complex
band of neural fibers (the commissures) that connect the left and right cerebral hemisphereshas provided dramatic, if highly unusual, illustration of
the anatomical specialization of the hemispheres. It is pretty much beyond
question, then, that different areas of the brain contribute to different aspects of human cognition. As with any biological structure there is variation,
but in 98% of right handers and 70% of "non-right" handers, certain areas of
the left hemisphere are critical for the processing of phonology and syntax
and for the execution of fine motor control, and certain areas of the right
hemisphere are involved in various kinds of visual and spatial cognition.
These conclusions evolve from either clinical observation or experimental studies. Most studies fit the following paradigm: a set of tasks is presented
to a subject, and the tasks are either isomorphic with the process under investigation (e.g., distinguishing nonsense syllables like "pa," "ta," "ka," "ba"
as a test of phonetic discrimination) or can be assumed, in a common sense

way, to tap the activity under investigation (e.g., mentally adding a list of
numbers as a test of serial processing). The subject's speed or accuracy is
recorded and, in some studies, other measures are taken that are hypothesized to be related to the mental processes being studied (e.g., recording the
brain wave patterns or blood flow or glucose metabolism of the cerebral
hemispheres while the subject performs the experimental task).
Studies of this type have enabled researchers to gain some remarkable
insight into the fine neuropsychological processes involved in understanding language and, to a lesser degree, in making spatial-orientational discriminations. But it is also true that, ingenious as the work has been, the
field is still at a relatively primitive state: many studies are difficult to duplicate (a disturbing number of them yield conflicting results), and the literature is filled with methodological quarrels, competing theories, and
conceptual tangles. (For a recent, and very sympathetic, overview see Benson and Zaidel.)
In spite of the conflicts, there are various points of convergence in the
data, and, in the yearning for parsimony that characterizes science, the areas
of agreement have led some neuroscientists to seek simple and wide-ranging
characterizations of brain function. They suggest that beneath all the particular findings about syntax and phonetics and spatial discrimination lie fundamental functional differences in the left and right cerebral hemispheres:
each is best suited to process certain kinds of stimuli and/or each processes
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stimuli in distinct ways. A smaller number of neuroscientistsand many
popularizersgo a step further and suggest that people tend toward reliance
on one hemisphere or the other when they process information. This theory
is commonly referred to as "hemisphericity" (Bogen, DeZure, Ten Houton,
and Marsh). And a few sociologically oriented theorists take another, truly

giant, step and suggest that entire dominant and subdominant groups of
people can be characterized by a reliance on left or right hemispheric processing (Ten Houten). We have, then, the emergence of a number of cogni-

tive dichotomies: the left hemisphere is characterized as being analytic
while the right is holistic (or global or synthetic); the left is verbal, the right
non-verbal (or spatial); the left a serial processor, the right a parallel proces-

sorand the list continues: focal vs. diffuse, logical vs. intuitive, propositional vs. appositional, and so on.

The positing of hemispheric dichotomies is understandable. Human
beings are theory-makers, and parsimony is a fundamental criterion by
which we judge the value of a theory: can it account for diverse data with a
simple explanation? But, given the current state of brain research, such generalizations, to borrow Howard Gardner's phrase, leapfrog from the facts
("What We Know" 114). Gardner is by no means alone in his criticism. My
reading of the neuroscientific literature reveals that the notion of dichotomous hemispheric function is very controversial, and the further notion of
hemisphericity is downright dismissed by a broad range of neuroscientists,
psychologists, psycholinguists, and research psychiatrists:
[T]he concepts [analytic/synthetic, temporal/spatial, etc.] are currently so

slippery that it sometimes proves impossible to maintain consistency
throughout one paper. (John C. Marshall in Bradshaw and Nettleton 72)
[M]uch of perception (certainly of visual perception) is very difficult to
split up this way. The alleged dichotomy [behveen temporal-analytic and
Spatial-holistic] is, if it exists at all, more a feature of laboratory experiments
than of the real world. (M.J. Morgan in Bradshaw and Nettleton 74)

[T]he idea of hemisphericity lacks adequate foundation and. . because of
the assumptions implicit in the idea of hemisphericity, it will never be possible to provide such a foundation. The idea is a misleading one which
should be abandoned. (Beaumont, Young, and McManus 191)
.

The above objections rise from concerns about method, subjects, and conceptualization. Let me survey each of these concerns.
A significant amount of the data used to support hemisphericity and
certainly the most dramatic is obtained from people in whom accident or
pathology has highlighted what particular sections of the brain can or can't
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do. The most unusual group among these (and they are much-studied) is the
handful of people who have had severe and life-threatening epilepsy alleviated through a radical severing of the neural fibers that connect the right
and left hemispheres. Such populations, however, present a range of problems: tumors and wounds can cause disruptions in other areas of the brain;
stroke victims could have had previous "silent strokes" and could, as well, be
arteriosclerotic; long disease histories (certainly a characteristic of the severe

epileptics who underwent split-brain surgery) can lead to compensatory
change in brain function (Bogen, "The Dual Brain"; Whitaker and Ojemann). Furthermore, extrapathological factors, such as education and motivation, can, as Bradshaw and Nettleton put it, also "mask or accentuate the
apparent consequences of brain injury" (51). And, as a final caution, there is
this: the whole enterprise of localizing linguistic function through pathological performance is not without its critics (see Caplan).

Studies with healthy subjectsand there are increasing numbers of
these

remove one major difficulty with hemisphericity research, though
here methodological problems of a different sort arise. Concern not with
subjects but with instruments and measures now comes into focus. Space as
well as my own technological shortcomings prohibit a full review of tools
and methods, but it might prove valuable to briefly survey the problems
with a representative research approach: electroencephalographic methods. (Readers interested in critical reviews of procedures other than the one
I cover can consult the following: Regional Cerebral Blood Flow: Beaumont; Lateral Eye Movements: Ehrlichman and Weinberger; Tachistoscopic Methods: Young; Dichotic-Listening Tests: Efron.)

If you hypothesize that certain kinds of tasks (like discriminating between syllables or adding a list of numbers) are primarily left-brain tasks and
that others (like mentally rotating blocks or recognizing faces) are primarily
right-brain tasks, then neuroelectric activity in the target hemisphere should

vary in predictable ways when the subject performs the respective tasks.
And, in fact, such variation in brain wave activity has been empirically
demonstrated for some time. Originally, such studies relied on the electroencephalogram (EEG) the ongoing record of brain wave activitybut
now it is possible to gain a more sophisticated record of what are called
event-related potentials (ERP). ERP methods use the electroencephalographic machinery, but rely on computer averaging and formalization to
more precisely relate brain wave activity to repeated presentations of specific

stimuli (thus the waves are "event-related"). The advantage of EEG and
ERP methods is that they offer a direct electrophysiological measurement of
brain activity and, especially in the case of ERP, "can track rapid fluctuation
in brain electrical fields related to cognitive processing . ." (Brown, Marsh,
.
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and Ponsford 166). Such tracking is important to hemisphericity theorists,
for it can lend precision to their claims.
There are problems, however. EEG/ERP methods are among the most
technically demanding procedures in psychology, and that technical complexity gives rise to a number of difficulties involving variation in cortical

anatomy, electrode placement, and data analysis (Beaumont; Gevins,
Zeit lin, Doyle, Schaffer, and Callaway). And, when it comes to the study of
language processing certainly an area of concern to writing researchers
ERP procedures give rise to problems other than the technical. Most ERP
studies must, for purposes of computer averaging, present each stimulus as
many as 50 times, and such repetition creates highly artificial linguistic processing conditions. Even relatively natural language processing studies have
trouble determining which perceptual, linguistic, or cognitive factors are responsible for results (see, e.g., Hillyard and Woods). So, though hemispheric

differences in brain wave patterns can be demonstrated, the exceptional
technical and procedural difficulties inherent in the EEG/ERP studies of
language processing make it hard to interpret data with much precision.
Cognitive psychophysiologists Emanuel Donchin, Gregory McCarthy and
Marta Kutas summarize this state of affairs:
[A]lthough a substantial amount of clinical data support the theory of left
hemisphere superiority in language reception and production, the ERP
data regarding this functional asymmetry are far from consistent. The
methodological and statistical shortcomings which exist in some of the
studies cited [in their review article] along with inconsistencies in the others render any decision about the efficacy of ERP's as indices of linguistic
processing inconclusive. (239. For similar, more recent, assessments, see
Rugg; Beaumont, Young, and McManus.)

In considering the claims of the hemisphericity theorists, we have reviewed problems with subjects, techniques, and procedures. There is yet a
further challenge to the notion of hemisphericity. Some hemisphericity theorists believe that since people can be characterized by a tendency to rely on
one hemisphere or the other, then such reliance should manifest itself in
the way people lead their lives: in the way they solve problems, in the jobs
they choose, and so on. Yet the few studies that have investigated this dimension of the theory yielded negative results. Hemisphericity advocates Robert
Ornstein and David Galin failed to find overall systematic EEG differences
between lawyers (assumed to be left hemispheric) and sculptors and ceramicists (assumed to be right hemispheric). In a similar study, Dumas and Morgan failed to find EEG differences between engineers and artists, leading
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the researchers to conclude that "the conjecture that there are 'left hemispheric' people and 'right hemispheric' people seems to be an oversimplification" (227). In a more ambitious study, Arndt and Berger gave graduate
students in law, psychology, and sculpture batteries of tests to assess verbal
analytic ability (for example, a vocabulary test) and spatial ability (for example, a figure recognition test), and, as well, tests to assess hemisphericity (let-

ter and facial recognition tachistoscopic tasks). While they foundas one
would expecta significant correlation between verbal or spatial ability and
occupation (e.g., sculptors scored better than lawyers on the spatial tests),
they did not find significant correlations between the verbal or spatial tests
and the hemisphericity task; nor did they find significant correlation between the hemisphericity task and occupation.
A postscript on the above. Failures to find hemispheric differences between individuals of various occupational groupsalong with the methodological difficulties mentioned earlierthrow into serious doubt the
neurosociological claim that entire groups of people can be characterized as

being left or right hemispheric. The neurosociological literature makes
some remarkable speculative leaps from the existence of left-right dualities
in cultural myth and symbol to asymmetries in left-right brain function, and
relies, for empirical support, on the results of individual verbal and spatial
tests (like the sub-tests in I.O. assessments)precisely the kinds of tests that
a number of psychologists and neurologists have shown to be limited in assessing left or right hemispheric performance (see, e.g., DeRenzi).

Let me try to draw a few conclusions for rhetoric and composition
studies.
It is important to keep in mind that the experimental studies that dO support hemispheric specialization suggest small differences in performance ca-

pacities, and the differences tend to be of degree more than kind: in the
range of 6-12%. Researchers have to expose subjects to many trials to
achieve these differences. (One hundred and fifty to two hundred is common; one facial recognition study ran subjects through 700 trials.) And the
experiments deal with extremely specificeven atomistic functions. (Researchers consider the distinguishing of homonyms in a sentence "bear"
vs. "bare"to be a "complex verbal task.") It is difficult to generalize from
results of this type and magnitude to broad statements about one hemisphere being the seat of logic and the other of metaphor. What happens, it
seems, is that theorists bring to very particular (though, admittedly, very important) findings about phonology or syntax or pattern recognition a whole
array of cultural beliefs about analytic vs. synthetic thinking and logic vs.

creativity and apply them in blanket fashion. There is a related problem
here, and it concerns the hemisphericity theorists' assumption that, say,
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distinguishing phonemes is an analytical or serial or propositional task
while, say, facial recognition is synthetic or holistic or appositional. These
assumptions are sensible, but they are not proven. In fact, one could argue
the other way around: e.g., that recognizing faces, for example, is not a holistic but a features analysis task. Unfortunately, neuroscientists don't know
enough to resolve this very important issue. They work with indirect measures of information processing: differences in reaction time or variations in
electrophysiological measures. They would need more direct access than
they now have to the way information is being represented and problems are
being solved.

Because the accounts of cerebral asymmetry can be so dramatic particularly those from split-brain studies it is easy to dwell on differences.
But, in fact, there is wide-ranging similarity, overlap, and cooperation in the
function of the right and left hemispheres:
Complex psychological processes are not 'localized' in any one hemisphere but are the result of integration between hemispheres. (Alexander
Luria cited in LeDoux 210)

If Luria's dictum applied anywhere, it would certainly be to the "complex
psychological processes" involved in reading and writing. Under highly controlled laboratory conditions researchers can show that phoneme discrimination or word recognition can be relatively localizable to one hemisphere
or the other. But attempts to comprehend or generate writingwhat is perceived or produced as logical or metaphoric or coherent or textured involve a stunning range of competencies: from letter recognition to syntactic
fluency to an understanding of discourse structure and genre (see, e.g.,
Gardner and Winner 376-80). And such a range, according to everything we
know, involves the whole brain in ways that defy the broad claims of the
hemisphericity theorists. When students have trouble structuring an argument or providing imagistic detail, there is little neurophysiological evi-

dence to support contentions that their difficulties originate in organic
predisposition or social conditioning to rely on one hemisphere or the other.

JEAN PIAGET AND STAGES
OF COGNITIVE DEVELOPMENT
Piaget's theory of cognitive development is generally held to be, even by its
revisors and detractors, the modern West's most wide-ranging and significant
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account of the way children think. The theory, which Piaget began to articulate over 50 years ago, covers infancy to adolescence and addresses the development of scientific and mathematical reasoning, language, drawing,
morality, and social perception; it has shaped the direction of inquiry into
childhood cognition; and it has led to an incredible number of studies, a
good many of which have been cross-cultural. In holding to the focus of this
article, then, there's a lot I'll have to ignoreI'll be limiting myself to those
aspects of Piaget's theory that have been most widely discussed in reference
to college-age writers.

Though Piaget and his colleagues adjusted their theory to account for
the wealth of data being generated by researchers around the world, there
are several critical features that remain central to the theory. Piaget's theory
is a stage theory. He posits four general stages (some with substages), and all

children pass through them in the same order. A child's reasoning at each
stage is qualitatively different from that at earlier or later stages, though the
knowledge and strategies of earlier stages are incorporated into later ones.
During any given stage, the child reasons in similar ways regardless of the
kinds of problems she or he faces, and Piaget tended to rule out the possibility that, during a given stage, a child could be trained to reason in much
more sophisticated ways. Passage, evolution really, from one stage to the
next occurs over time, an interaction of genetic processes and engagement
with the world. The child continually assimilates new information which
both reshapes and is reshaped by the knowledge structures the child currently hasand, as the child continues to interact with the world, she or lie
experiences discontinuities between the known and the new, and these discontinuities lead to further development of knowledge of how things work.
Thinking, then, gradually evolves to ever more complex levels, represented
by each of the stages.

It is important to keep in mind that Piaget's perspective on cognition is
fundamentally logical and mathematical. Late in his life he observed that
he did not wish "to appear only as a child psychologist":
My efforts, directed toward the psychogenesis of thought, were for me only

a link between two dominant preoccupations: the search for the mechanisms of biological adaptation and the analysis of that higher form of adaptation which is scientific thought, the epistemological interpretation of
which has always been my central aim. (in Gruber and Voneche xi)

With this perspective in mind, let us very briefly consider the stages of
Piaget's theory that are appropriated to discussions of college-age remedial
writers.
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Concrete Operational (6-7 to 11-12 years). The cognitive milestone
here is that children are freed from immediate perception and enter
the realm of logical ifconcrete operations. They can use logic to
solve everyday problems, can take other points of view, can simultaneously take into account more than one perspective. In many ways,
though, the child's reasoning is still linked to the environment, to
tasks that are concrete and well-specified: "Tasks that demand very
abstract reasoning, long chains of deduction, or the recognition that
the available evidence is insufficient to reach any conclusion are
thought to be beyond the reach" of children at the concrete operational stage (Siegler 89). Children have trouble separating out and
recombining variables, performing sophisticated conservation tasks,
and solving proportionality problems. They also have trouble planning systematic experiments and understanding "purely hypothetical questions that are completely divorced from anything in their
experience" (Siegler 90).
.

Formal Operational (11-15 years). During this stage, children develop into sophisticated logical thinkersPiaget compared them to
scientistsand can solve problems that throw concrete-operational
children: like the pendulum task described below. Flavell summarizes the ability of the formal-operational child this way: "His thinking is hypothetico-deductive rather than empirico-inductive, because
he creates hypotheses and then deduces the empirical states of affairs that should occur if his hypotheses are correct .. The older individual's thinking can
be totally abstract, totally formal-logical
in nature." (145. For a critical discussion of the notion of stages, see
Brainerd.)
.

.

Piaget and his colleagues developed a number of tasks to distinguish
concrete from formal operational thinking. The pendulum task is representative:
Children observed strings with metal balls at their ends swinging from a
metal frame. The strings varied in length and the metal balls varied in how
much they weighed; the task was to identify the factor or combination of
factors that determined the pendulum's period. Plausible hypotheses included the weight of the metal balls, the length of the strings, the height
from which the strings were dropped, and the force with which they were
pushed. Although the length of the string is in fact the only relevant factor .
10- and 11-year olds almost always concluded that the metal ball's
weight played a key role, either as the sole determining factor or in combi.

.
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nation with the string's length. Thus the children failed to disentangle the
influence of the different variables to determine which one caused the effect. (Siegler 89-90)

In the 1970's a number of studies appeared reporting that up to 50% of
American college freshmen could not solve formal-operational problems
like the pendulum task. The conclusion was that an alarming number of
our 18-year-olds were locked at the level of concrete operations, a stage Piaget contends they should have begun evolving beyond by early and certainly by mid-adolescence. These data quickly found their way to a more
general readership, and some people in composition understandably saw
relevance in them and began to use them to explain the problems with the
writing of remedial students. With support of the data, they wrote that up to
50% of college freshmen were locked into the level of the concrete, couldn't
think abstractly, couldn't produce logical propositions, couldn't conceptualizeand, borrowing further from Piagetian terminology, they speculated
that these students couldn't decenter, couldn't take another's point of view,
were cognitively egocentric. The last two stages of the Piagetian framework
became in application a kind of cognitive dichotomy unto themselves. If students couldn't produce coherent abstractions in writing, if they wrote about
what was in front of them and couldn't express themselves on the concep-

tual level, if they described something in writing as though their reader
shared their knowledge of itthen those limits in written expression suggested something broad and general abOut the state of their thinking: they
might be unable to form abstractions . any abstractions; they couldn't decenter . . at all. There are problems with this line of reasoning, however,
and they have to do with the application of the framework as well as with the
.

framework itself.

As any developmental psychologist will point out, there are major conceptual problems involved in applying a developmental model to adults. Piaget's theory was derived from the close observation of infants, children, and
early- to mid-adolescents; it was intended as a description of the way thinking evolves in the growing human being. Applying it to college-age students
and, particularly, to adult learners is to generalize it to a population other
than the one that yielded it. There are more specific problems to consider as
well, and they have to do with testing.
It is important to underscore the fact that Piaget implies broad limitations in cognition from specific inadequacies on a circumscribed set of tasks.
This is not an unreasonable inductionall sorts of general theories are built

on the performance of specific tasksbut it must be pointed out that we
are dealing with an inference of major consequence. As developmental
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psychologist Rochelle Gelman put it: "The child is said to lack cognitive
principles of broad significance simply because he fails a particular task involving those principles" (326). It is, then, an inferential leap of some magnitude to say that because college students fail to separate out variables and
formally test hypotheses in a few tasks typical of the physics lab, they cannot
conceptualize or abstract or tease out variables in any other sphere of their
lives. Piaget himself said as much in one of his late articles:
In our investigation of formal structures we used rather specific types of ex-

perimental situations which were of a physical and logical-mathematical
nature because these seemed to be understood by the school children we
sampled. However, it is possible to question whether these situations are,
fundamentally, very general and therefore applicable to any school or professional environment.
It is highly likely that [people like apprentice
carpenters, locksmiths, or mechanics] will know how to reason in a hypothetical manner in their speciality, that is to say, dissociating the variables
involved, relating terms in a combinatorial manner and reasoning with
propositions involving negations and reciprocities. (10)
.

.

Piaget's tests are clever and complex. To assist in replication, Piaget and
his colleagues provided explicit instructions on how to set up the tests, what
to say, and how to assess performance. This clarity contributed to the welter
of Piagetian studies conducted over the years, many of which supported the
theory. A significant body of recent research, however, has raised serious

questions about the social conditions created when these tests are given.
Most of this research has been done with younger children, and probably
the best summary of it is Donaldson's. The thrust of this work is contained
in one of Donaldson's chapter titles; when a child performs poorly on a Piagetian task, is it because of a "failure to reason or a failure to understand"?
The tasks might be unfamiliar; the child might misunderstand the instructions; because psychological experiments are new to her, she might confuse

the experimenter's intentions and "not see the experiment as the experimenter hopes [she] will" (Gelman 324). (See also philosopher Jonathan
Adler's Grician critique of Piagetian testing.) What psychologists like Don-

aldson have done is keep the formal requirements of Piagetian tasks but
change the particular elements to make them more familiar (e.g., substituting a toy policeman and a wall for a doll and a mountain), provide a chance
for children to get familiar with the tasks, and rephrase instructions to make
sure children understand what is being asked. Children in these conditions
end up performing remarkably better on the tasks; significantly higher per-

centages of them can, for example, adopt other points of view, conserve
quantity and number, and so on. What limited some children on Piaget's
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tasks, then, seems to he more related to experimental conditions rather than
some absolute restriction in their ability to reason.

A somewhat related set of findings has do with trainingone of the
more controversial issues in Piagetian theory. This is not the place to recap
the controversy; suffice it to say that a large number of studies has demonstrated that brief training sessions can have dramatic results on performance.
One such study has direct bearing on our discussion. Kuhn, Ho, and Adams
provided training to college freshman who failed at formal-operational tasks.
After training, the students were once again presented with the tests, and
"most of the college subjects showed immediate and substantial formal rea-

soning." The authors go on to speculate that the absence of formaloperational performance "may to a large extent reflect cognitive processing
difficulties in dealing with the problem formats, rather than absence of underlying reasoning competencies" (1128).

I will conclude this brief critique by considering, once again, the
mathematico-logical base of Piaget's theory. There is a tradition in the 20th

century Westshaped by Russell, Whitehead, Carnap, and othersto
study human reasoning within the framework of formal, mathematical
logic, to see logic not only as a powerful tool, but as a representation of how
people actually reasonat least when they're reasoning effectively. This tradition had a strong influence on Piaget's theory. In Toulmin's words, Piaget's
"overall intellectual.goal" was to:
discover how growing children "come to recognize the necessity of" conforming to the intellectual structures of logic, Euclidean geometry, and the
other basic Kantian forms. (256)

And as Inhelder and Piaget themselves said: "[R]easoning is nothing more
than the propositional calculus itself" (305).
Mathematical logic is so privileged that we tend to forget that this assumption about logic being isomorphic with reasoning is highly controversial;

it lies at the center of a number of current debates in cognitive

psychology, artificial intelligence, and philosophy. Here is one of many
counterstatements:
Considerations of pure logic ... may be useful for certain kinds of information under certain circumstances by certain individuals. But logic cannot
serve as a valid model of how most individuals solve most problems most of
the time. (Gardner, Mind's New Science 370)

Formal logic essentially strips away all specific connections to human affairs
and things of the world; it allows us to represent relations and interactions
343
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within a wholly abstract system. Our elevation of this procedure blinds us to
the overwhelming degree to which powerful and effective reasoning can be
practical, non-formal, and concrete. As psychologist Barbara Rogoff puts it,

"thinking is intricately interwoven with the context of the problem to be
solved" (2). She continues:
Evidence suggests that our ability to control and orchestrate cognitive skills
is not an abstract context-free competence which may be easily transferred
across widely diverse problem domains but consists rather of cognitive activity tied specifically to context. (3)

Much problem-solving and, I suspect, the reasoning involved in the production of most kinds of writing rely not only on abstract logical operations,
but, as well, on the rich interplay of visual, auditory, and kinesthetic associa-

tions, feeling, metaphor, social perception, the matching of mental representations of past experience with new experience, and so on. And writing,
as the whole span of rhetorical theory makes clear, is deeply embedded in
the particulars of the human situation. It is a context-dependent activity that
calls on many abilities. We may well need to engage informal- logical reasoning when writing certain kinds of scientific or philosophical papers or
when analyzing certain kinds of hypotheses and arguments, but we cannot

assume that the ability or inability to demonstrate formal-operational
thought on one or two Piagetian tasks has a necessary connection to our students' ability or inability to produce coherent, effective discourse.

ORALITY-LITERACY
Orality-literacy theory draws on the studies of epic poetry by Milman Parry
and Albert Lord, the classical-philological investigations of Eric Havelock,
the wide-ranging theoretical work of Walter Ong, and, to a lesser degree, on
the compelling, though dated, cross-cultural investigations of thought in
primitive, non-literate cultures. The work is broad, rich, and diverseranging from studies of the structure of the epic line to the classification schemes
of unlettered rural farmersbut as it comes to those of us in composition, its
focus is on the interrelation of language and cognition. Various scholars say
it in various ways, but the essential notion is that the introduction of literacy
into a society affects the way the members of the society think. There seem
to be strong and weak versions of this theory.
The strong version states that the acquisition of literacy brings with it
not only changes in linguistic possibilitiese.g., subordinative and discur344
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sive rather than additive and repetitive styles, less reliance on epithets and
maxims and other easily remembered expressions hut necessarily results in
a wide variety of changes in thinking: only after the advent of literacy do humans possess the ability to engage in abstraction, generalization, systematic
thinking, defining, logos rather than mythos, puzzlement over words as
words, speculation on the features of language. And these abilities, depending on who you read, lead to even wider changes in culture, summarized,
not without exasperation, by social historian Harvey Graff:
These characteristics include, in typical formulations or listings, attitudes
ranging from empathy, innovativeness, achievement orientation, "cosmopoliteness," information and media awareness, national identification,
technological acceptance, rationality, and commitment to democracy, to
opportunism, linearity of thought and behavior, or urban residence. ("Reflections" 307)

The operative verb here is "transformed." Writing transforms human
cognition.
The weak version of the oral-literate construct acknowledges the role literacy plays in developing modes of inquiry, building knowledge, etc., but
tends to rely on verbs like "facilitate," "favor," "enable," "extend"the potential of human cognition is extended more than transformed. Here's Jack
Goody, an anthropologist who is often lumped in with those holding to the
"strong version," but who, at least in his late work, takes issue with the oralliterate dichotomy. In discussing various differences between literate and
oral expression, for example, he warns that such differences "do not relate

primarily to differences of 'thought' or 'mind' (though there are consequences for these) but to differences in the nature of communicative acts"
(26). So though Goody grants that writing "made it possible to scrutinize discourse in a different kind of way" and "increased the potentiality for cumula-

tive knowledge" and freed participants from "the problem of memory
storage" dominating "intellectual life," (37), he also insists that:
Even in non-literate societies there is no evidence that individuals were prisoners of pre-ordained schemes, of primitive classifications, of the structures

of myth. Constrained, yes; imprisoned, no. Certain, at least, among them
could and did use language in a generative way, elaborating metaphor, inventing songs and "myths", creating gods, looking for new solutions to recurring puzzles and problems, changing the conceptual universe. (33)

The theory is a sensible one: literacy must bring with it tremendous

repercussions for the intellect. The problem is that when the theory,
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particularly the strong version, is applied to composition studies, it yields
some troubling consequences. Late twentieth-century American innercity adolescents and adults are thought to bear cognitive resemblance to
(ethnocentric notions of) primitive tribesmen in remote third-world cultures (or these adolescents and adults think like children, and children
think like primitives): they don't practice analytic thinking; they are embedded in the context of their lives and cannot analyze it; they see things
only as wholes; they think that printed words are concrete things; they
cannot think abstractly.
A little reflection on this application of orality-literacy theorygiven its
originsreveals a serious problem of method. The theory emerges from anthropological work with primitive populations, from historical-philological
study of Homeric texts, from folkloric investigations of non-literate taletellers, and from brilliant, though speculative, literary-theoretical reflection
on what might have happened to the human mind as it appropriated the alphabet. It is, then, a tremendous conceptual leap to apply this theory to
urban-industrial Americans entering school in the penultimate decade of
the twentieth century. We have here a problem of generalizability.
Now one could admit these problems yet still see some analogic value
in applying the oral-literate construct with a hedgefor it at least, as opposed to the other theories we've been exploring, is directly concerned with
written language. Fair enough. Yet my reading has led me to doubt the
strength and utility of the theory on its own terms. (My concern rests primarily with the strong version. The weak version makes less dramatic claims
about cognition, though some of what I found would qualify weak versions
as well.) There are problems with what the theory implies about the way
written language emerges in society and the role it plays in determining how
people lead their linguistic lives and conduct their cognitive affairs. This is
not to deny the profound effects literacy can have on society; it is to question
the strength of the orality-literacy construct in characterizing those effects.
Let me briefly survey some of the difficulties.

Literacy and Society
The historical record suggests that the technology and conventions of literacy work their way slowly through a society and have gradualand not necessarily linearly progressiveinfluence on commerce, politics, bureaucracy,
law, religion, education, the arts. (See, e.g., Marrou; Clanchy; Cressy.) Furthermore, it is hard to maintain, as the strong version does, that literacy is the
primum mobile in social-cultural change. What emerges, instead, is a complex interaction of economic, political, and religious forces of which literacy
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is a partand not necessarily the strongest element. Though there is no
doubt that literacy shapes the way commerce, government, and religion are

conducted, it, as John Oxenham puts it: "would have followed, not preceded, the formation of certain kinds of society" (59). And Harvey Graff,
pointing out all the "discontinuities" and "contradictions" in linear, evolutionary assumptions about the spread of literacy, emphasizes that "[n]either
writing [n]or printing alone is an 'agent of change'; their impacts are determined by the manner in which human agency exploits them in a specific
setting" (Reflections" 307).4

Another way to view the problems with the transformational claims
about literacy is to consider the fact that a number of societies have appropriated literacy to traditional, conservative purposes. In such societies literacy

did not trigger various cultural-cognitive changeschanges in mores, attitudes, etc.but reinforced patterns already in place. Again, John Oxenham:
We have always to bear in mind that there have been literate social groups,
who so far from being inventive and trusting, have been content merely to
copy their ancient scriptures and pass them on virtually unaltered. It may
be, then, that literate people can respond more readily to leadership for
change in culture, technology, social mores, but that literacy by itself does
not induce appetites for change, improvement or exploration. (52)

There are a number of illustrations of this; one specific case-study is provided by Kenneth Lockridge, whose inquiry into the social context of literacy in Colonial New England leads him to conclude:
[T]here is no evidence that literacy ever entailed new attitudes among
men, even in the decades when male literacy was spreading rapidly toward
universality, and there is positive evidence that the world view of literate
New Englanders remained as traditional as that of their illiterate neighbors. (4)

It is even difficult to demonstrate causal links between reading and writing and changes in the economic spherean area that "modernization the-

orists" generally thought to be particularly sensitive to gains in literacy.
Harvey Graf 's study of social mobility in three mid -19th century towns revealed that "systematic patterns of inequality and stratification . . were deep
and pervasive and relatively unaltered by the influence of literacy." He
continues:
Class, ethnicity, and sex were the major barriers of social inequality. The
but they
majority of Irish Catholic adults, for example, were literate .
.
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stood lowest in wealth and occupation, as did laborers and servants.
Women and blacks faired little better, regardless of literacy

... social reali-

ties contradicted the promoted promises of literacy. (The Literacy Myth
320-21)

Similar assertions are made closer to home by Carman St. John Hunter and
David Harmon, whose overview of the research on contemporary adult illiteracy leads to this conclusion:
For most persons who lack literacy skills, illiteracy is simply one factor
interacting with many othersclass, race and sex discrimination, welfare
dependency, unemployment, poor housing, and a general sense of powerlessness. The acquisition of reading and writing skill's would eliminate conventional illiteracy among many but would have no appreciable effect on
the other factors that perpetuate the poverty of their lives. (9-12. See also
Ogbu.)

The oral-literate distinction can help us see differences in the communicative technologies available to the members of a society, to get a sense of
formats, means, and forums through which communication occurs (Enos
and Ackerman). But it appears to be historically, culturally, and economically reductiveand politically naiveto view literacy as embodying an automatic transformational power. What is called for is a contextual view of
literacy: the ability to read or to write is a technology or a method or a behavior, a set of conventions that interact in complex ways with a variety of social
forces to shape society and culture. It is, to use Harvey Graff's phrasing, a
"myth" to assume that literacy necessarily sparks social change.

Literacy and Cognition
Let us move now from the social-cultural realm to some of the claims Made
about cognition. These come from two highly diverse sources: classical
philological studies of epic poetry and anthropological studies of thought
and language. There are problems with both.
The key work in the classicist vein is Eric Havelock's investigation of
Greek culture before and after the advent of the alphabet. In books ranging
from Preface to Plato (published in 1963) to The Muse Learns to Write

(1986) Havelock has made the strong claim that pre-alphabetic Greeks,
ingenious as they were, were barred from philosophical thought becaUse
oral discourse could not generate abstract, propositional language or selfconscious reflection on language as language. To be sure, there are times
when Havelock's claims are less extreme, but even in The Muse Learns to
348
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Write, a tempered book, one finds questions and statements like these: "May
not all logical thinking as commonly understood be a product of Greek alphabetic literacy?" (39) and "it is only as language is written down that it becomes possible to think about it" (112). And such theorizing quickly leads to
a troublesome alphabetic determinism.

Havelock's work is compelling, but we must remember that when it
comes to cognition, he is operating very much in the realm of speculation.
That is, he infers things about cognitive processes and the limits of reasoning
ability from the study of ancient texts, some of which represent genres that
one would not expect to give rise to philosophic inquiry. Furthermore, even
if we accepted his method, we could find powerful counterstatements to his
thesisand some of these are contained in a festschrift issued by the Monist
Press. Examining the same texts from which Havelock built his case, University of Chicago classicist Arthur W. H. Adkins provides evidence of abstraction, verbal self-consciousness, and the linguistic resources to engage in
systematic thinking. He concludes that:
Havelock has not as yet demonstrated any necessary link between literacy
and abstract thought . he has not as yet demonstrated that in fact the
stimulus to abstract thought in early Greece was the invention of writing;
[and] some features denied by Havelock to be available in oral speech are
found in the Homeric poems. (220. See also Margolis.)
.

.

The other line of argument about literacy and cognition comes from
twentieth-century anthropological studies of the reasoning of rural farmers
and primitive tribesmen. These studies tend not to be of literacy-orality per
se, but are appropriated by some orality-literacy theorists. A good deal of this
cross-cultural research has involved classification tasks: a set of objects (or a
set of pictures of the objects) is given to a tribesman, and the investigator
asks the tribesman to group the objects/pictures. The key issue is the scheme
by which the tribesman completes the grouping: does he, for example, place
a hoe with a potato and offer the concrete reason that they go together because you need one to get the other, or does he place the hoe with a knife
because he reasons abstractly that they are both tools? The Western anthro-

pologist considers concrete reasoning to be less advanced than abstract
reasoning, and oraWliteracy theorists like to pose literacy as the crucial
variable fostering abstract reasoning. It is because the tribesman lacks letters
that he is locked into the concrete. This is an appealing conjecture, hut, as I

hope the previous discussion suggests, literacy is too intertwined with
schooling and urbanization, with economics, politics, and religion to be
able to isolate it and make such a claim. There are other problems too, not
349
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just with the causal linking of literacy and. abstraction, but with traditional
comparative research itself. Cole and Means put it this way:
[D]epartures from the typical performance patterns of American adults are
not necessarily deficits, but may indeed be excellent adaptations to the life
circumstances of the people involved.
. Which type of classification is
preferable will depend upon the context, that is, the number of different
types of objects to be grouped and the way in which the material's are going
to be used . preference for one type of grouping over another is really no
more than thatjust a matter of preference. (161-62)
.

.

.

In line with the above, it must be kept in mind that because "primitive"
subjects tend to classify objects in ways we label concrete does not necessarily mean that they can think in no other way. Consider, as we close this section, a wonderful anecdote from anthropologist Joseph Glick, as retold by
Jacqueline Goodenow:
The investigators had gathered a set of 20 objects, 5 each from 4 categories:
food, clothing, tools, and cooking utensils.
[W]hen asked to put together the objects that belonged together, [many of the tribesmen pro.

duced] not 4 groups of 5 but 10 groups of 2. Moreover, the type of
grouping and the type of reason given were frequently of the type we regard as extremely concrete, e.g., "the knife goes with the orange because it
cuts it." Glick ... notes, however, that subjects at times volunteered "'that a
wise man would do things in the way this was done.' When an exasperated
experimenter asked finally, 'How would a fool do it?' he was given back
groupings of the type
initially expectedfour neat piles with foods in
one, tools in another." (170-71. For fuller cross-cultural discussions of concrete vs. abstract reasoning see Ginsburg; Lave; and Tulkin and Konner.)
.

.

.

Literacy and Language
It is problematic, then, to claim that literacy necessarily causes a transformation of culture, society, or mind or that societies without high levels of literacy are barred from the mental activities that some theorists have come to
associate with literacy: verbal self-consciousness, abstraction, etc. Perhaps,
though, the orality-literacy construct does have value if one strips away the
cultural-cognitive baggage; its real benefit might be its ability to help us understand the nature of the language experiences students received in their
homes and communities and further help to distinguish between the oral
and literate features in their writing. But even here there are problems, for
the reality of speaking-writing relationships seems to be more complex than
the oral-literate distinction suggests.

350

35:4

Narrowing the Mind and Page: Remedial Writers and Cognitive Reductionism

Certainly, there are bioanatomical and perceptual differences between
speech and writingdifferences in the way each is acquired, produced, and
comprehended. And if you examine very different types of language (e.g.,
dinner-table conversation vs. .academic prose), you will find significant
grammatical and stylistic differences as well. (See, for example, Chafe.) But
the oral-literate construct leads us to focus attention too narrowly on the
channel, the mode of communication, in a way that can (a) imply a distinctive uniformity to oral modes vs. written modes and (b) downplay the complex interaction among human motive, language production, and social
setting. Linguists currently working with oral narratives and written texts
suggest that the notion of an oral narrative itself is problematic, for oral traditions can differ in major ways (Scollon and Scollon); that the narrative variations we see may have less to do with literateness than with cultural
predispositions (Tannen, "A Comparative Analysis"); that features often de-

fined as literate are frequently found in oral discourse and vice versa
(Polanyi; Tannen, "Relative Focus"); that characteristics identified by some
as a mark of preliterate discoursee.g., formulaic expressionsare woven
throughout the language of literate people (Fillmore);' that while spoken
sentences can be shown to differ from written sentences, they are not necessarily less complex grammatically (Halliday); and so on. Finally, it seems
that many of the differences we can find between stretches of speech and
writing might, as Karen Beamon suggests, depend on factors such as genre,
context, register, topic, level of formality, and purpose as much as whether
the passage is spoken or written.

These closer examinations of a wide variety of texts. and utterances

should make us wary of neat, bipolar characterizationswhether dichotomies or simple continuaof oral vs. written language. And it seems to
me that this caution about the linguistic reality of the oral-literate distinction could lead to reservations about its contemporary social realitythat is,
can we accurately and sensitively define, in late twentieth-century America,
entire communities and subcultures as being oral and others as being literate? By what criteria, finally, will we be able to make such a distinction? In
asking these questions, I am not trying to downplay the obvious: children
enter school with widely different degrees of exposure to literacy activities
and with significantly different experiences as to how those activities are
woven into their lives. And these differences clearly have consequences for
schooling.
What I do want to raise, though, is the possibility that the oral-literate
continuum does not adequately characterize these differences. The continuum, because it moves primarily along the single dimension of speechprint, slights history and politicsremember, it weights literacy as the
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primary force in cognitive development and social changeand it encourages, because of its bipolarity, a dichotomizing of modes where complex interweaving seems to exist. Finally, the orality-literacy construct tends to
reduce the very social-linguistic richness it is meant to describe. Here is
Shirley Brice Heath on the language behaviors of two working-class communities in the Carolinas:
The residents of each community are able to read printed and written materials in their daily lives and, on occasion, they produce written messages as
part of the total pattern of communication in the community. In both communities, the residents turn from spoken to written uses of language and
vice versa as the occasion demands, and the two modes of expression serve
to supplement and reinforce each other. Yet, in terms of the usual distinctions made between oral and literate traditions, neither community may be
simply classified as either "oral" or "literate." (Ways with Words 203)

Work like Heath's challenges the sociological and linguistic utility of the
orality-literacy construct;'in fact, elsewhere Heath directly criticizes "current
tendencies to classify communities as being at one or another point along a
hypothetical [oral-literate] continuum which has no societal reality" ("Protean Shapes" 116).
What is most troubling on this score is the way the orality-literacy construct is sometimes used to represent language use in the urban ghetto.
What emerges is a stereotypic characterization of linguistic homogeneity
all the residents learn from the sermon but not the newspaper; they run the
dozens but are ignorant of print. The literacy backgrounds of people who
end up in remedial, developmental, or adult education classes are more
complex than that: they represent varying degrees of distance from or involvement with printed material, various attitudes toward it and skill with it,
various degrees of embracement of or complicated rejection of traditions
connected with their speech. Important here is what Mina Shaughnessy
and Gly'rida Hull so carefully demonstrate: some of the most vexing problems writing teachers face are rooted in the past attempts of educationally
marginalized people to make sense of the uses of print. Print is splattered
across the inner city, and, in effective and ineffective ways, people incorporate it into their lives.
There is a related problem. Some theorists link Piagetian notions of cog-

nitive egocentrism with generalizations about orality and conclude that
without the language of high literacy, people will be limited in their ability

to "decenter," to recognize the need to "decontextualize" what they are
communicating, to perceive and respond to the social and informational
needs of the other. Certainly, people with poor educations will have a great
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deal of trouble doing such things in writing, but one must be very cautious
about leaping from stunted and limited texts to inferences about deficits in
social cognition or linguistic flexibility. Developmentally and sociologically
oriented linguists have demonstrated for some time that human beings are
not locked into one way of speaking, one register, and develop, at quite a
young age, the recognition that different settings call for different kinds of
speech (Hudson). Poor writers are not as a population cognitively. egocentric; they are aware of the other, of "audience" some disenfranchised people acutely so. What they lack are the opportunities to develop both oral and
written communicative facility in a range of settings. Or they may resist developing that facility out of anger or fear or as an act of identity. They may
prefer one way of speaking, most of us do, and thus haven't developed a
fluency of voices. But rather than being cognitively locked out of other registers, other linguistic roles, other points of view, they are more likely emotionally and politically barred from them.
It is obvious that literacy enables us to do a great deal. It provides a powerful solution to what Walter Ong calls "the problem of retaining and retrieving carefully articulated thought" (34). It enables us to record discourse,
scan and scrutinize it, store itand this has an effect on the way we educate,
do business, and run the courts. And as we further pursue intellectual work,
reading and writing become integral parts of inquiry, enable us to push certain kinds of analysis to very sophisticated levels. In fact, as investigations of
academic and research settings like Latour and Woolgar's Laboratory Life
suggest, it becomes virtually impossible to tease writing and reading out of
the conduct and progress of Western humanistic or scientific inquiry. One of
the values of the orality-literacy construct is that it makes us aware of how
central literacy is to such inquiry. But, finally, the bipolarity of the construct
(as with the others we've examined) urges a way of thinking about language,
social change, and cognition that easily becomes dichotomous and reductive. "The tyranny of conceptual dichotomies," Graff calls it ("Reflections"
313). If writing is thought to possess a given characteristicsay, decontextualization or abstraction then the dichotomy requires you to place the opposite characteristic contextualization, concretenessin the non-writing
category (cf. Elbow). We end up splitting cognition along linguistic separations that exist more in theory than in social practice.

CONCLUSION
Witkin uncovered interesting perceptual differences and led us toward a
deeper consideration of the interrelations of personality, problem solving,
353
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and social cognition. Hemisphericity theorists call our attention to the neurological substrate of information processing and language production. Piaget developed an insightful, non-behaviorist method to study cognitive
growth and, more comprehensively than anyone in our time, attempted to

articulate the changes in reasoning we see as children develop. And the
orality-literacy theorists give us compelling reflection on spoken and written
language and encourage us to consider the potential relations between
modes of communication and modes of thought. My intention in this essay
is not to dismiss these thinkers and theories but to present the difficulties in
applying to remedial writers these models of mind. For there is a tendency to

accept as fact condensed deductions from themstatements stripped away
from the questions, contradictions, and complexities that are central to
them. Let me summarize the problems I 'see with the theories we've been
considering.

First, the thebries end up levelling rather than elaborating individual
differences in cognition. At best, people are placed along slots on a single
continuum; at worst they are split into mutually exclusive campswith one
camp clearly having cognitive and social privilege over the other. The complexity of cognitionits astounding glides and its blunderous missteps as
well is narrowed, and the rich variability that exists in any social setting is
ignored or reduced. This reductive labelling is going on in composition
studies at a time when cognitive researchers in developmental and educational psychology, artificial intelligence, and philosophy are posing more
elaborate and domain-specific models of cognition.
Second, and in line with the above, the four theories encourage a drift
away from careful, rigorous focus on student writing and on the cognitive
processes that seem directly related to it, that reveal themselves as students
compose. That is, field dependence-independence, hemisphericity, etc.,
lead us from a close investigation of the production of written discourse and
toward general, wide-ranging processes whose link to writing has, for the
most part, been assumed rather than demonstrated. Even orality-literacy the-

ory, which certainly concerns language, urges an antagonism between
speech and writing that carries with it sweeping judgments about cognition.
The theories also avert or narrow our gaze from the immediate social
and linguistic conditions in which the student composes: the rich interplay
of purpose, genre, register, textual convention, and institutional expectation
(Bartholomae; Bizzell; McCormick). When this textual-institutional con-

text is addressed, it is usually in simplified terms: the facultyand their
discourseare literate, left-hemispheric, field-independent, etc., and underprepared students are oral, right-hemispheric, and field dependent. I
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hope my critical surveys have demonstrated the conceptual limits of such
labelling.
Third, the theories inadvertently reflect cultural stereotypes that should,
themselves, be the subject of our investigation. At least since Plato, we in the
West have separated heart from head, and in one powerful manifestation of
that split we contrast rational thought with emotional sensibility, intellectual

acuity with social awarenessand we often link the analytical vs. holistic
opposition to these polarities. (I tried to reveal the confusion inherent in
such talk when discussing cognitive style and hemisphericity.) These notions are further influenced by and play into other societal notions about in-

dependence and individuality vs. communal and tribal orientations and
they domino quickly toward stereotypes about race, class, and gender.
Let me say now that I am not claiming that the research in cognitive style
or hemisphericity or any of the other work we surveyed is of necessity racist,
sexist, or elitist. The conclusions that can be drawn from the work, however,

mesh with and could have been subtly influenced bycultural biases that
are troubling. This is an important and, I realize, sensitive point. Some assert
that student writers coming from particular communities can't reason logically or analytically, that the perceptual processes of these students are more
dependent on context than the processes of white, middle-class students, that
particular racial or social groups are right-hemispheric, that the student writers we teach from these groups are cognitively egocentric.
A number of recent books have amply demonstrated the way 19th and
early 20th century scientific, social scientific, and humanistic assessments of

mental capacity and orientation were shaped by that era's racial, gender,
and class biases (see, for example, Gilman; Gould; Kamin; and Valenstein).

We now find these assessments repellent, but it's important to remember
that while some were made by reactionary social propagandists, a number
were made as well by thinkers operating with what they saw as rigorous
methodand some of those thinkers espoused a liberal social philosophy.
This is a powerful illustration of the hidden influences of culture on allegedly objective investigations of mind. We all try to make sense of problematic performance that's part of a teacher's or a researcher's jobbut we
must ask ourselves if speculation about cognitive egocentrism and concrete
thinking and holistic perception embodies unexamined cultural biases
about differencebiases that would be revealed to us if we could adopt
other historical and social perspectives.
These summary statements have a number of implications for research.

The leap to theory is a privileged moveit is revered in the academy
and allows parsimonious interpretations of the baffling variability of
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behavior. But a theory, any theory, is no more than a best guess at a given
time, simultaneously evocative and flawed. Especially when it comes to
judging cognition, we need to he particularly aware of these flaws and lim-

itations, for in our culture judgments about mind carry great weight. A
good deal of careful, basic descriptive and definitional work must be done
before we embrace a theory, regardless of how compelling it is.
A series of fundamental questions should precede the application of theory: Is the theory formulated in a way that allows application to writing; that
is, can it he defined in terms of discourse? Given what we know about writing, how would the theory be expected to manifest itself i.e., what would it
mean textually and dynamically for someone to be a field-dependent writer?
What will the theory allow us to explain about writing that we haven't explained before? What will it allow us to do pedagogically that we weren't
able to do as well before? Will the theory strip and narrow experience and
cognition, or does it promise to open up the histories of students' involvement with writing, their rules, strategies, and assumptions, the invitations
and denials that characterized their encounters with print?
Beyond such general questions are more specific guidelines for those of
us doing psychological research. Once we undertake an investigation of cognition we must be careful to discuss our findings in terms of the kinds of writ-

ing we investigate. Generalizing to other tasks, and particularly to broad
cognitive processes, is not warranted without evidence from those other domains. If theories like the four we discussed, but others too (e.g., theories of
moral development, social cognition, metacognition, etc.), are appropriated
that are built on particular tests, then researchers must thoroughly familiarize themselves with the tests beneath the theories and consult with psychologists who use them. People who are going to administer such tests should
take the tests themselvessee what they're like from the inside. My mentor
Richard Shavelson also urges researchers to administer the tests to individual
students and have them talk about what they're doing, get some sense of how

students might interpret or misinterpret the instructions, the various ways
they represent the task to themselves, what cognitive processes seem to come
into play as the students work with the tests. Furthermore, it must be remembered that the results of testing will be influenced by the degree of familiarity
the students have with the tests and by the social situation created in the ad-

ministration of them. How will these conditions be adjusted for and acknowledged? Finally, the resulting data must he discussed as being specific
to the students tested. Generalizing to others must be clone with caution.
A special word needs to be said here about comparative studies. If we

employ hi-lo designs, expert-novice studies, and the likewhich can be
powerfully revealing designswe need to consider our design and our re356
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sults from historical and sociopolitical perspectives as well as cognitive ones.

That is, if class, gender, or race differences emergeand they certainly
couldthey should not automatically be assumed to reflect "pure" cognitive differences, but rather effects that might well he conditioned by and interpreted in light of historical, socio-political realities. There is currently a
lot of talk about the prospect of forging a social-cognitive orientation to composition research (see, for example, Freedman, Dyson, Flower, and Chafe;

Bizzell and Herzberg). One of the exciting results of such an endeavor
could be an increased sensitivity to the social forces that shape cognitive activity. I've argued elsewhere for a research framework that intersects the cognitive, affective, and situational dimensions of composing and that involves
the systematic combination of multiple methods, particularly ones traditionally thought to be antagonistic. My assumption is that the careful integration
of, say, cognitive process-tracing and naturalistic observation methods can
both contribute to fresh and generative insight and provide a guard against
reductive interpretation (Rose, "Complexity").
Much of this essay has concerned researchers and theoreticians, but at the
heart of the discussion is a basic question for any of us working with poor writers: How do we go about judging the thought processes involved with reading
and writing when performance is problematic, ineffective, or stunted? If I
could compress this essay's investigation down to a single conceptual touchstone, it would be this: Human cognition even at its most stymied, bungled
momentsis rich and varied. It is against this assumption that we should test
our theories and research methods and classroom assessments. Do our practices work against classification that encourages single, monolithic explanations of cognitive activity? Do they honor the complexity of interpretive efforts
even when those efforts fall short of some desired goal? Do they foster investigation of interaction and protean manifestation rather than investigation of
absence: abstraction is absent, consciousness of print is absent, logic is absent?
Do they urge reflection on the cultural biases that might be shaping them?
We must be vigilant that the systems of intellect we develop or adapt do not
ground our students' difficulties in sweeping, essentially one-dimensional perceptual, neurophysiological, psychological, or linguistic processes, systems
that drive broad cognitive wedges between those who do well in our schools
and those who don't.5

NOTES
1. For presentation, qualification, or rebuttal of this orientation see, for example: Ann
E. Berthoff, "Is Teaching Still Possible?" College English 46 (1984): 743-55; Thomas J. Far-

rell, "1.0. and Standard English," CCC 34 (1983): 470-85 and the replies to Farrell by
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Greenberg, Hartwell, Him ley, and Stratton in CCC 35 (1984): 455-78; George H. Jensen,
"The Reification of the Basic Writer," Journal of Basic Writing 5 (1986): 52-64; Andrea
Lunsford, "Cognitive Development and the Basic Writer," College English 41 (1979): 38-46
and Lunsford, "Cognitive Studies and Teaching Writing," Perspectives on Research and
Scholarship in Composition, Ed. Ben W. McClelland and Timothy R. Donovan, New York:
MLA, (1986): 145-61; Walter J. Ong, "Literacy and Ora lity in Our Times," Profession 79,
Ed. Jasper P. Neel, New York: MLA, 1979: 1-7; Lynn Quitman Troyka, "Perspectives on
Legacies and Literacy in the 1980s," CCC 33 (1982): 252-62 and Troyka, "Defining Basic
Writers in Context," A Sou rcehook for Basic Writing Teachers, Ed. Theresa Enos, New York:
Random House, 1987: 2-15; James D. Williams, "Coherence and Cognitive Style," Written
Communication 2 (1985): 473-91. For illustration of the transfer of this issue to the broader
media, see Ellen K. Coughlin, "Literacy: 'Excitement' of New Field Attracts Scholars of Literature," The Chronicle of Higher Education 29 (9 Jan. 1985): 1,10.
2. For a description of the other teststhe Body Adjustment Test and the rarely used au-

ditory and tactile embedded figures testssee Witkin, et al.
3. Witkin later revised his theory, suggesting that the rod and frame test and the embedded figures test were tapping different dimensions of the field dependence-independence
construct. This revision, however, gives rise to further problemssee Linn and Kyllonen.
4. Educators and evaluators often seem locked into a 19th century linear progress conception of the way both societies and individuals appropriate literacy. Graff presents a
provocatiVe historical challenge to such notions; here's Vygotsky on individual development:
"together with processes of development, forward motion, and appearance of new forms, we
can discern processes of curtailment, disappearance, and reverse development of old forms at
each step . only a naive view of development as a purely evolutionary process... can conceal from us the true nature of these processes" (106).
5. Particular sections of this paper were discussed with or reviewed by specialists who
provided a great deal of expert help: Susan Curtiss (neurolinguistics), Richard Leo Enos
(classical studies), Sari Gilman (research psychiatry), John R. Hayes, Richard Shavelson, and
Catherine Stasz (cognitive and educational psychology), Thomas Huckin (linguistics),
Robert Siegler (developmental psychology). David Bartholomae, Linda Flower, Clynda
Hull, David Kaufer, and Stephen Witte commented generously on the entire manuscript.
The project benefited as well from rich conversation with Mariolina Salvatori and Kathryn
Flannery. Versions of the paper were read at Carnegie Mellon, Pitt, Indiana University of
Pennsylvania, UCLA, Berkeley, CCCC (Atlanta), Penn State, and UCSD. My thanks for all
the ideas generated at those conferences and colloquia. Finally, appreciation is due to Sally
Magargee for her research assistance and the Carnegie Mellon Department of English and
the Spencer Foundation for their support.
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Cognition, Convention,
and Certainty
What We Need to Know about Writing
PATRICIA BIZZELL

What do we need to know about writing? Only recently have we needed to
ask this question, and the asking has created composition studies. We have
needed to ask it because of changing circumstances in the classroom, and
our answers will be put to the test there with a speed uncommon in other
academic disciplines. The current theoretical debate over how to go about
finding these answers, therefore, is not merely an empty exercise. Students'
lives will be affected in profound ways.

This profound effect on students is the more to be expected because of

the terms in which the "writing problem" has appeared to usterms that
suggest that students' thinking needs remediation as much as their writing.
Seeing the problem this way makes it very clear that our teaching task is not
only to convey information but also to transform students' whole world view.
But if this indeed is our project, we must be aware that it has such scope.
Otherwise, we risk burying ethical and political questions under supposedly
neutral pedagogical technique. Some of our answers to the question of what
we need to know about writing are riskier in this regard than others.
We now see the "writing problem" as a thinking problem primarily because we used to take our students' thinking for granted. We used to assume
that 'students came to us with ideas and we helped them put those ideas into
words. We taught style, explaining the formal properties of model essays and
evaluating students' products in the light of these models. Some students
Previously published in the journal PRE/TEXT 3.3 (1982): 213-243. Used by permission of
Patricia Bizzell.
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came to us with better ideas than others, but these were simply the brighter
or more mature students. All we could do for the duller, more immature students was to hope that exposure to good models might push them along the
developmental path.'
Over the last twenty years, however, we have encountered in our classrooms more and more students whose ideas seem so ill-considered, by academic standards, that we can no longer see the problem as primarily one of
expression. Rather, we feel, "Now I have to teach them to think, too!" And at
the same time, students have so much trouble writing Standard English that
we are driven away from stylistic considerations back to the basics of grammar and mechanics. Teaching style from model essays has not prepared us
to explain or repair these students' deficiencies. The new demands on us as
teachers can only be met, it seems, by a reconsideration of the relationship
between thought and language. We are pretty much agreed, in other words,

that what we need to know about writing has to do with the thinking
processes involved in it.

Composition specialists generally agree about some fundamental ele-

ments in the development of language and thought. We agree that the
normal human individual possesses innate mental capacities to learn a language and to assemble complex conceptual structures. As the individual de-

velops, these capacities are realized in her learning a native tongue and
forming thought patterns that organize and interpret experience. The mature exercise of these thought and language capacities takes place in society,
in interaction with other individuals, and this interaction modifies the individual's reasoning, speaking, and writing within society. Groups of society
members can become accustomed to modifying each other's reasoning and
language use in certain ways. Eventually, these familiar ways achieve the
status of conventions that bind the group in a discourse community, at work
together on some project of interaction with the material world. An individual can belong to more than one discourse community, but her access to the
various communities will be unequally conditioned by her social situation.
If composition specialists generally agree about this description, however, we disagree about what part of it is relevant to composition studies.

One theoretical camp sees writing as primarily inner-directed, and so is
more interested in the structure of language-learning and thinking processes
in their earliest state, prior to social influence. The other main theoretical
camp sees writing as primarily outer-directed, and so is more interested in
the social processes whereby language-learning and thinking capacities are

shaped and used in particular communities. In the current debate, each
camp seeks to define what we most need to know about writing.
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Inner-directed theorists seek to discover writing processes that are so fun-

damental as to be universal. Later elaborations of thinking and languageusing should be understood as outgrowths of individual capacities (see
Figure 1). Hence, inner-directed theorists are most interested in individual
capacities and their earliest interactions with experience (locations #1 and 2,
Figure 1). The inner-directed theorists tend to see the kinds of reasoning occurring at all four locations as isomorphicall the same basic logical structures.'- They also tend to see differences in language use at different
locations as superficial matters of lexical choice; the basic structure of the
language cannot change from location to location because this structure is
isomorphic with the innate mental structures that enabled one to learn a
language, and hence presumably universal and independent of lexical
choice. Nevertheless, looking for an argument to justify teaching one form
of a language, some inner-directed theorists treat one set of lexical choices
as better able than others to make language embody the innate structures.
Figure 1 An inner-directed model of the development of language and thought
writing. Arrows indicate direction of individual's development, beginning with
innate capacities and issuing finally in particular instances of use.

4. Writing situation: instance of language
use directed to a particular audience, for
a particular purpose.

3. Society: conditions language use and
thinking according to historical, cultural.
circumstances.

2. Experience: leads individual to learn a
native tongue, begin to form conceptual
structures.

1. Individual: innate capacities to learn
language, to assemble conceptual structures.
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Insofar as these better choices fall into the patterns of, for example, a "standard" form of a native tongue, they make the standard intellectually superior
to other forms.3
Inner-directed theorists further claim, in a similar paradox, that the universal, fundamental structures of thought and language can be taught. If our
students are unable to have ideas, we should look around locations # 1 and 2
for structural models of the mental processes that are not happening in these
students' minds. Once we find these models, we can guide students through
the processes until the students' own thought-forming mechanisms "kick
on" and they can make concepts on their own. An heuristic procedure is
often presented as such a process model.4 Similarly, if our students are unable to write English, we should look in the same locations for patterns of
correct syntax, which we can then ask the students to practice until they in-

ternalize the patterns. Sentence-combining exercises offer such pattern
practice.5

Once students are capable of cognitively sophisticated thinking and
writing, they are ready to tackle the problems of a particular writing situation. These problems are usually treated by inner-directed theory as problems of audience analysis. Audience analysis seeks to identify the personal
idiosyncracies of readers so that the writer can communicate her message to
them in the most persuasive form. The changes made to accommodate an
audience, however, are not seen as substantially altering the meaning of the
piece of writing because that is based in the underlying structure of thought
and language.6
In contrast, outer-directed theorists believe that universal, fundamental
structures can't be taught; thinking and language use can never occur free
of a social context that conditions them (see Figure 2). The outer-directed
theorists believe that teaching style from model essays failed not because we
were doing the wrong thing but because we weren't aware of what we were
doing. Teaching style from model 'essays, in this view, is teaching the discourse conventions of a particular community in this case, a community
of intellectuals including, but not limited to, academics. But because we
were unaware that we were in a discourse community, we taught the conventions as formal structures, as if they were universal patterns of thought
and language. What we should do is to teach students that there are such
things as discourse conventions.

The outer-directed theorists are sceptical about how we can -obtain
knowledge of what thinking and language-learning processes are innate.
Moreover, they would argue that the individual is already inside a discourse
community when she learns a native tongue, since the infant does not learn
368
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Figure 2 An outer-directed model of the development of language and thought.
Note that innate capacities have no expression outside discourse communities and
that society is made up entirely of discourse communities. Individual has unequal access to different communities. Direction of development is outward from native
community.
2. Society: aggregate of discourse communities that all share certain patterns of
language-using, thinking conditioned by historical, cultural circumstances.

e. another discourse

community
d. another discourse

community

f.

b. work discourse
community: some
other conventions,
some common with

another
discourse

community

native community
a. native discourse

community: conventions
for preferred languageusing, thinking directed
toward a project of
interaction with the
world

c. school discourse
community: some
other conventions,
some common with
native community

1. Individual: innate
capacities to learn
language, to assemble
conceptual structures;
starts here (social origins).

some generalized form of language but rather the habits of language use in

the neighborhood, or the discourse community into which she is born.?
Since this discourse community already possesses traditional, shared ways of

understanding experience, the infant doesn't learn to conceptualize in a
social vacuum, either, but is constantly being advised by more mature community members whether her inferences are correct, whether her groupings of experiential data into evidence are significant, and so on.8 Some
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outer-directed theorists would go so far as to say that the lines of development of thought and language merge when the native tongue is learned,
since one learns to think only by learning a language and one can't have an
idea one doesn't have a word for.9
Outer-directed theorists would argue that we have no reason to believe,
and no convincing way to determine, that our students can't think or use
language in complex ways. It's just that they can't think or use language in
the ways we want them to. To help them, then, we should he looking for
ways to explain discourse conventions. We might find patterns of language
use and reasoning that are common to all members of a society, patterns that
are part of the set of conventions of every discourse community within the

society. Conventions that are common in the society could be used as
bridges between different discourse communitiesfor example, to ease the
transition into the academic discourse community for students who come
from discourse communities far removed from 4.10

The staple activity of outer-directed writing instruction will be analysis
of the conventions of particular discourse communities (see Figure 2). For

example, a major focus of writing-across-the-curriculum programs is to
demystify the conventions of the academic discourse community) I Discourse analysis goes beyond audience analysis because what is most signifi-

cant about members of a discourse community is not their personal
preferences, prejudices, and so on, but rather the expectations they share
by virtue of belonging to that particular community. These expectations
are embodied in the discourse conventions, which are in turn conditioned
by the community's work. Audience analysis aims to persuade readers that
you're right; it is to dress your argument in flattering apparel. Discourse
analysis aims to enable you to make that argument, to do intellectual work
of significance to the community, and hence, to persuade readers that you
are a worthy co- worker. I 2

Answers to what we need to know about writing will have to come from
both the inner-directed and the outer-directed theoretical schools if we wish
to have a complete picture of the composing process. We need to explain
the cognitive and the social factors in writing development, and even more

important, the relationship between them. Therefore, we should think of
the current debate between the two schools as the kind of fruitful exchange
that enlarges knowledge, not as a process that.will lead to its own termination, to a theory that silences debate. I would like to show here how one
inner-directed theoretical model of writing can be enlarged by an outerdirected critique.
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The inner-directed school has been distinguished by its fostering of research on writing that follows scientific methodology, and two of the most
important researchers are Linda Flower, a professor of English at CarnegieMellon University, and John R. Hayes, a professor of psychology at the same
school. They have been conducting research for about six years on what
people do when they compose. The goal of this research is to formulate "A
Cognitive Process Theory of Writing," according to the title of their recent
College Composition and Communication essay, under review here.13 Their
work's roots in cognitive psychology can be seen in Cognitive Processes in

Writing, also reviewed here, the proceedings of a 1978 symposium at
Carnegie-Mellon.14 Flower and Hayes see composing as a kind of problemsolving activity; what interests them are the "invariant" thought processes

called into play whenever one is confronted with a writing task. In other
words, they assume that although each writing task will have its own environment of purposes and constraints, the mental activity involved in juggling these constraints while moving to accomplish one's purposes does not
change from task to task. This problem-solving thought process is the "cognitive process of writing."
In Figure 1, location 2 is approximately where Flower and Hayes would
place what they are studying. The cognitive process is triggered by what goes
on at location 4 (imposition of a particular writing task); the process may
also he shaped by attitudes absorbed at location 3 and modified in the light
of success or failure in problem-solving at location 4. Not everyone uses the
same cognitive process in writing, some processes are more successful than

others, and one's process can be consciously or unconsciously modified.
Flower and Hayes seek to describe a model of the most complete and successful composing process they can find through their research.

Protocol analysis is their principle research tool. First, the researcher
asks a person (the test subject) to say aloud whatever she is thinking while
solving a problem posed by the researcher. For example, Flower and Hayes
have asked English teachers to describe what goes through their minds
while composing an article describing their jobs for the readers of Seventeen
magazine. The transcription of what the subject says is the protocol. Next,
the researcher scans the protocol looking in the subject's self-description for
features predicted by the theory of cognitive activity guiding the research.
Flower and Hayes have looked for descriptions of behavior common to current accounts of the writing process, such as "organizing" and "revising." In

analyzing the protocol, the researcher must bridge gaps in the protocol
caused by the subject's forgetting to mention some of her problem-solving
steps. The theory is tested by its ability to bridge these gaps as well as by the
appearance in the protocol of features it predicts (Flower and Hayes explain
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their procedure in "Identifying the Organization of Writing Processes," Cognitive Processes, pp. 3-30).

Through their research, Flower and Hayes have been gradually refining
a process model of composing (see "Process Theory," p. 370). Its most current version divides the writing situation into three main parts: one, the "task
environment," subdivided into "rhetorical problem" and "text produced so
far"; two, the "writing process," subdivided into "reviewing" (further subdivided into "revising" and "evaluating"), "translating," and "planning" (further subdivided into "generating," "goal-setting," and "organizing"); and
three, the "writer's long-term memory." The task environment is outside the
writer, the writing process is inside the writer, and long-term memory can be
both inside and outsidethat is, in the writer's mind or in hooks. Task envi-

ronment and memory are seen as information sources upon which the
writer draws while performing the composing activities grouped under
"writing process."

This model is hierarchical and recursive rather than sequential in structure; that is, Flower and Hayes do not see the writing process as an invariant
order of steps. What is invariant, in their view, is the structural relation of the
steps. A writer can "access" memory or task environment, and switch from
one composing subprocess to another, at any time while the writing task is

being completed; an entity in the model called "monitor" executes these
switches. This model does not tell us how to proceed through the composing process, but only that in proceeding, there are certain subprocesses we
must include if we want to compose successfully.

Flower and Hayes see this model as resolving current theoretical disagreements about what guides composing. Beginning their "Process Theory" essay with summaries of different but compatible views on composing,
Flower and Hayes seem to suggest that while other theorists are like blind
men describing an elephant, in the Flower-Hayes model we see the whole

beastor at least we can infer its shape when the porpOise occasionally
breaks water, to switch to the animal metaphor Flower and Hayes use (Cognitive Processes, pp. 9-10). It is the hierarchical and recursive structure of
this model, in Flower and Hayes's view, that makes it superior to other theorists' work and able to control and reconcile other theorists' work.
The Flower-Hayes model may, however, strike many readers as a surprising mix of daunting complexity and disappointing familiarity. When we
finally get the new terminology straight in our minds, we find in the model's
elaborate cognitive processes just the same writing activities we have been
debating about. Consider, for example, the Flower-Hayes model's "monitor," the entity that executes switches between composing subprocesses. On
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the one hand, the term, borrowed from computer programming, is rather intimidating, especially if we imagine that it names something we didn't know
was there before. On the other hand, we find out eventually that "monitor"
means simply "the writer's mind making decisions." Borrowing a term from
programming masks the question of why the writer makes certain decisions.
The Flower-Hayes model consistently presents a description of how the writing process goes on as if it were capable of answering questions about why
the writer makes certain choices in certain situations. While it is useful for
us to have an overview of the "how," such as the Flower-Hayes model offerS,
we should not suppose that this will enable us to advise students on difficult
questions of practice. To put it another way, if we are going to see students as
problem-solvers, we must also see them as problem-solvers situated in discourse communities that guide problem definition and the range of alternative solutions. Outer-directed theory can thus shore up the Flower-Hayes
model in two critical areas, planning and translating.
"Translating," according to FloWer and Hayes, is "the process of putting
ideas into visible language" ("Process Theory," p. 373). They treat written
English as a set of containers into which we pour meaning, regardless of
how meaning exists before the pouring. The containers may not seem to be
in convenient sizes at firstwe have to struggle with their "constraints" or

"special demands" hut once we internalize these, written language as a
factor in the composing process essentially disappears. Writing does not so
much contribute to thinking as provide an occasion for thinkingor, more
precisely, a substrate Upon which thinking can grow. Beyond minor matters
of spelling, diction, and so on, we do not have to worry about how students
are going to find out about the features of written language because these
are already innate.

"Translating," then, remains the emptiest box in the Flower-Hayes
model, while "planning" becomes the fullest. During planning, the writer
generates and organizes ideas before struggling to put them into words.
Language itself is not seen as having a generative force in the planning
process, except insofar as it stands as a record of the current progress of the
writer's thinking in "text produced so far." Planning processes, therefore,
have to be elaborated because they are all the writer has to guide her toward
a solution to the particular writing problem. What's missing here is the connection to social context afforded by recognition of the dialectical relationship between thought and language. We can have thoughts for which we
have no words, I think, but learning language, though it doesn't exactly
teach us to think, teaches us what thoughts matter. To put it another way,
we can know nothing but what we have words for, if knowledge is what language makes of experience.
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Vygotsky has characterized this dialectical relationship of thought and
language as the development of "verbal thought." At first, language use and
thinking develop separately in the child. But eventually the child comes to
understand that language not only names ideas but develops and evaluates
them, and then, "the nature of the [child's] development itself changes, from
biological to historical."15 The child's linguistic and cognitive development
culminates in "verbal thought," which "is not a natural, innate form of behavior but is determined by a historical-cultural process and has specific
properties and laws that cannot be found in the natural forms of thought and

speech" (Vygotsky, p. 51). To illustrate the mature relationship between
thought and language, Vygotsky uses situations that are strongly contextbound, such as conversations between lovers or among actors in a play.
Vygotsky's analysis suggests that a model that separates planning and
translating will not be fruitful for describing adult language-using because
these activities are never separate in adult language-using. There is, to be
sure, a basis in the human organism for language-using behavior; Vygotsky
calls it "biological," Flower and Hayes call it "cognitive." But while this basis

is a legitimate object of study in its own right, even the most complete
anatomy of it will not explain adult language-using because, as Vygotsky em-

phasizes, with the advent of verbal thought the very nature of languageusing processes changes. The writing process can only take place after this
change occurred. Vygotsky's analysis would suggest, then, not only that we
should not separate planning and translating but also that we should understand them as conditioned by social context.
If we accept Vygotsky's analysis as indicating the need to fill in Flower
and Hayes's empty "translating" box, then to look for knowledge to fill it, we
can turn to sociolinguistics. This discipline seeks to analyze the ways thinking and language-using are conditioned by social context. In studying writ-

ing, sociolinguists look for the verbal ties with context. They argue that
certain genres, implying certain relations between people, are typical of certain situations. Furthermore, readers do not perceive a text as hanging together logically unless its connections with the social context are as clear as
the markers of internal coherence.16 Therefore, for example, students who

struggle to write Standard English need knowledge beyond the rules of
grammar, spelling, and so on. They need to know: the habitual attitudes of
Standard English users toward this preferred form; the linguistic features
that most strongly mark group identity; the conventions that can sometimes
be ignored; and so on. Students who do know the rules of Standard English
may still seem to academics to be writing "incorrectly" if the students are in-
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sensitive to all these other features of language use in the communitythen
the students are using academic language in unacademic ways.I7
Composition specialists can learn from sociolinguists to avoid what
George Dillon has called the "bottom-to-top" fallacy: the notion that a
writer first finds meaning, then puts it into words, then organizes the words
into sentences, sentences into paragraphs, etc.I8 Dillon argues, rather, that it
is the sense of her whole project that most stimulates a writer's thinking and
guides her language use. The discourse gives meaning to the words and not
vice versa. For example, such phrases as "it seems to me" and "these results
suggest . .." do not themselves tell us how to interpret such a pattern of qualifying statements. When we encounter these words in a student paper, we
are likely to chide the writer for covering up poor research or for being unduly humble. When we encounter the very same words in a scholarly paper,
we simply take them to mean that the writer is establishing a properly inquiring persona (see Dillon, p. 91).
Even something as cognitively fundamental as sentence structure takes
on meaning from the discourse in which it is deployed. For this reason, for
example, revising rules are notoriously unhelpful: they always require further knowledge in order to be applied. We can't "omit needless words" unless we have some additional criteria for "needlessness." We can't even
"avoid passive voice" all the time. Passive voice might be preferred by a
writer who wants to head her sentence with words that tie it closely to the
previous sentence, especially if the kind of discourse she is producing places
a high value on markers of internal coherence.I9
"Putting meaning into words," then, cannot be seen as a mechanical
process of finding the right size containers. Instead, with a form of discourse
we take on a whole range of possibilities for making meaning. Languageusing in social contexts is connected not only to the immediate situation but
to the larger society, too, in the form of conventions for construing reality.
This relationship between language and world view has prompted M.A.K.
Halliday to argue that "the problem of educational failure is not a linguistic
problem, if by linguistic we mean a problem of different urban dialects"; at
bottom, "it is a semiotic problem, concerned with the different ways in
which we have constructed our social reality, and the styles of meaning: we
have learned to associate with the various aspects of it."20 In short, educational problems associated with language use should be understood as difficulties with joining an unfamiliar discourse community.
To look at writing as situated in a discourse community is to blur over
the lines between translating and planning in the Flower-Hayes model.
Finding words is not a separate process from setting goals. It is setting goals,
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because finding words is always a matter of aligning oneself with a particular

discourse community. The community's conventions will include instructions on a preferred form of the native tongue, a specialized vocabulary, a
polite technique for establishing persona, and so on. To some extent, the
community's conventions can be inferred from analyzing the community's
texts. But because the conventions also shape world view, the texts can never
be an adequate index of community practice.
Therefore, we should not think of what I am calling a discourse community simply as a group who have decided to abide by certain language-using

rules. Rather, we should see the group as an "interpretive community," to
use Stanley Fish's term, whose language-using habits are part of a larger pattern of regular interaction with the material world.21 Because this interaction is always an historical process, changing over time, the community's
conventions also change over time. This is not to say that the community's
interpretive conventions are arbitrary or that they totally determine individual behavior. They are not arbitrary because they are always conditioned by
the on-going work in the community and sanctioned by consensus. At any
given time, community members should have no trouble specifying that
some kinds of thinking and language-using are obviously appropriate to the
community and some are not. Changes in conventions can only define
themselves in terms of what is already acceptable (even if such definition
means negation of the currently acceptable).
At the same time, some kinds of thinking and language-using are not
obviously either appropriate or inappropriate; they are open to debate. An
individual who abides by the community's conventions, therefore, can still
find areas for initiativeadherence is slavish adherence only for the least
productive community members. These "open" areas may be the unsolved
problems of the community, experiences that remain anomalous in the
community's interpretive scheme, or they may be areas the community has
never even considered dealing with. An individual may, however, bring one

of these open areas into the range of the community's discourse if her
argument for an interpretation of it is sufficiently persuasive in terms the
community already understands. As an example of this activity, Mina
Shaughnessy has cited Freud's introductory lectures on psychoanalysis.22
Producing text within a discourse community, then, cannot take place
unless the writer can define her goals in terms of the community's interpretive conventions. Writing is always already writing for some purpose that can
only be understood in its community context. Fish has argued not only that
the community of literary critics proceeds in this way but furthermore, that

the main business of English studies should be to investigate the nature of
discourse communities (see Fish, pp. 338-55). It is exactly this sort of analy-
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sis that the Flower-Hayes model lacks when trying to explain planning. For
Flower and Hayes, "generating" (a subdivision of planning) means finding
ideas by using heuristics, not by responding with individual initiative to the
community's needs. "Organizing" (another subdivision) means fitting ideas
into the range of logical structures available from human thought processes,
not finding out what's reasonable in terms of a community's interpretive
conventions. In other words, all that's needed for generating and organizing
is access to the invariant, universal structures of human cognition (for a critique of this assumption, see Dillon, pp. 50-82).

The weakness of this approach is most apparent in Flower and Hayes's
treatment of "goal-setting." They correctly identify goal-setting as the motor
of the composing process, its most important element, but in their model
they close it off in the Most subordinate position (a subdivision of a subdivision of the writing process). In the "Process Theory" essay, Flower and Hayes
elaborate their description into "process goals" (directions for the writing
process) and "content goals" (directions for affecting the audience), and they
also classify goals in terms of levels of abstraction (see "Process Theory," p.
377). Their model's structure cannot order this multifarious account.
Flower and Hayes end the "Process Theory" essay with analysis of a
"good" writer's protocol, aimed to explicate the process of goal-setting. The
writer is having trouble deciding how to tell Seventeen readers about his job
as a college English teacher until he decides that many girls think of English as a "tidy" and "prim" subject and that "By God I can change that notion for them." He goes on to frame an introduction that recounts a "crazy
skit" his 101 class liked on the first clay of school ("Process Theory," pp. 383,
385). Of his "By God" moment of decision, Flower and Hayes say that "he
has regenerated and elaborated his top-level goals," and "this consolidation
leaves the writer with a new, relatively complex, rhetorically sophisticated
working goal, one which encompasses plans for a topic, a persona, and an
audience" (p. 383).
Notice the verbs in this explanation: "regenerating" and "elaborating"

goals "leave" the writer with regenerated ("new") and elaborated ("complex") goalswhich "encompass" what he needs to know to go on writing.
The action described here has no force as an explanation not only because it
is circular (regeneration causes regeneration), but also because we still don't
know where the new goals come from. Flower and Hayes suggest that going
through a process simply "leaves" one with the goals, as if the process itself
brought them into being. Upon arrival, the goals are found to contain ("en-

compass") the necessary knowledgebut we still don't know how that
knowledge got there.
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The Seventeen article writer's process of goal-setting, I think, can be better understood if we see it in terms of writing for a discourse community. His
initial problem (which seems to be typical of most subjects confronted with
this writing task) is to find a way to include these readers in a discourse com-

munity for which he is comfortable writing. He places them in the academic discourse community by imagining the girls as students ("they will all
have had English," p. 383). Once he has included them in a familiar discourse community, he can find a way to address them that is common in the
community: he will argue with them, putting a new interpretation on information they possess in order to correct misconceptions (his "By God" decision). In arguing, he can draw on all the familiar habits of persuasion he has
built up in his experience as a teacher (his "crazy skit" decision). He could
not have found a way to write this article if he did not have knowledge of a
discourse community to draw on.

The Flower-Hayes model does, of course, include a "long-term memory" where such knowledge could be stored, and Flower and Hayes even acknowledge its importance:
Sometimes a single cue in an assignment, such as "write a persuasive. ,"
can let a writer tap a stored representation of a problem and bring a whole
raft of writing plans into play. (p. 371)
.

.

A "stored representation of a problem" must be a set of directions for
producing a certain kind of textwhat I have been calling discourse conventions. I would argue that the writer doesn't just tap this representation
sometimes but every time a writing task is successfully accomplished.
Flower and Hayes give this crucial determinant of text production very offhand treatment, however. They seem to see writing in response to discourse
conventions as response to "semiautomatic plans and goals" that contrast
with "goals writers create for a particular paper" (p. 381). Evidently they are
seeing discourse conventions simply as rules to be internalized, similar to

their treatment of the "constraints" of written English. This reduction of
conventions to sets of rules is also suggested by their choice of the limerick
as a good example of a "genre" (p. 379).
Hence, although Flower and Hayes acknowledge the existence of discourse conventions, they fail to see conventions' generative power, which is

to say that their notion of conventions does not include the interpretive
function for which I have been arguing. This neglect of the role of knowledge in composing makes the Flower-Hayes theory particularly insensitive
to the problems of poor writers.
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Poor writers will frequently depend on very abstract, undeveloped top-level

goals, such as "appeal to a broad range of intellect," even though such
goals are much harder to work with than a more operational goal such as
"give a brief history of my job." Sondra Perl has seen this phenomenon in
the basic writers who kept returning to reread the assignment, searching, it
would seem, for ready-made goals, instead of forming their own. Alternatively, poor writers will depend on only very low-level goals, such as finish-

ing a sentence or correctly spelling a word. They will be, as Nancy
Sommers's student revisers were, locked in by the myopia in their own
goals and criteria. (p. 379)

The implication here seems to be that cognitive deficiency keeps poor writers from forming their own goals, keeps them locked in the myopia of goals
appropriate to a much earlier stage of cognitive development. The physical
image of poor eyesight is revealing of Flower and Hayes's assumptions about
the innate sources of writing problems.

I think these students' difficulties with goal-setting are better understood in terms of their unfamiliarity with the academic discourse community, combined, perhaps, with such limited experience outside their native
discourse communities that they are unaware that there is such a thing as a
discourse community with conventions to be mastered. What is underdeveloped is their knowledge of the ways experience is constituted and inter-

preted in the academic discourse community and of the fact that all
discourse communities constitute and interpret experience. Basil Bernstein
has shown that British working-class students are not cognitively deficient
but that, first, their native discourse community's conventions are very dif-

ferent from school conventions, and, second, their lack of a variety of
speech partners makes it hard for them to see their problems in school as
problems of learning to relate to new speech partners (or an unfamiliar discourse community).23

Such students may be unable to set a more operational goal because
they do not know the conventions of language-using that define such goals
as, for example, a "history." Without such knowledge, they may fall back on
goals that worked in the pastperhaps in grammar school where close attention to spelling and grammar was rewarded. Or they may sensibly try to
enlarge their knowledge by rereading the assignment, seeking clues to the
conventions of this new discourse community or those "ready-made goals"
without which no writing gets accomplished. Of course, their search of the
assignment may he fruitless if the teacher has not been sufficiently explicit
about her expectations. Academics are, perhaps, too ready to assume that
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such operations as "describe" or "analyze" are self-evident, when in fact they
have meanings specific to the academic discourse community and specific
to disciplines within that community.

To help poor writers, then, we need to explain that their writing takes
place within a community, and to explain what the community's conventions
are. Another way of putting this would be to borrow Thomas Kuhn's terminology and explain that "puzzle-solving" writing can go on only under the direction of an established "paradigm" for community activity.24 As Charles

Bazerman's work has shown, the writer within the academic community
knows how to relate her text to "the object under study, the literature of the
field, the anticipated audience, and the author's own self" via disciplinespecific conventions governing "lexicon," "explicit citation and implicit
knowledge," "knowledge and attitudes the text assumes that the readers will
have," and the "features" of a "public face" (Bazerman, pp. 362-63).
The Flower-Hayes model of writing, then, cannot alone give us a complete picture of the process. We might say that if this model describes the
form of the composing process, the process cannot go on without the content
which is knowledge of the conventions of discourse communities. In practice, however, form and content cannot be separated in this way, since discourse conventions shape the goals that drive the writing process. To let the
model stand alone as an account of composing is to mask the necessity for
the socially situated knowledge without which no writing project gets under
way. The problems of letting this model stand alone can be seen in the pedagogy emerging from Flower and Hayes's work. They are inclined to treat
the model itself as an heuristic:
Our model is a model of competent writers. Some writers, though, perhaps
to their disadvantage, may fail to use some of the processes. (Cognitive
Processes, p. 29)

Flower has recently published a textbook that aims to guide students
through a complete repertoire of composing strategies.25

The difficulty with the textbook's view of writing as problem-solving is
that it treats problem-solving as an unfiltered encounter with the underlying
structure of reality "the act of discovering key issues in a problem that
often lie hidden under the noisy details of the situation" (p. 21). Having de-

fined a problem, one should: first, "fit it into a category of similar problems"; next, decide on a possible course of action against the problem
("make the problem definition more operational"); "tree" the problem or
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analyze its parts into a hierarchical structure; "generate alternative solutions"; present a conclusion, which weighs alternatives and acknowledges
assumptions and implications of the conclusion (see pp. 21-26). But first,
how does one define a problem? Although Flower says that "problems are
only problems for someone," she doesn't talk about this necessary link between problem definition and interpretive communities (p. 21). Rather, it
seems that we will find (not make) the problem if we strip away the "noisy
details of the situation." I would argue, in contrast, that only the noisy details of the situation can define a problem. To "define" a problem is to inter-

act with the material world according to the conventions of a particular
discourse community; these conventions are the only source for categories
of similar problems, operational definitions, and alternative solutions, and a
conclusion can only be evaluated as "well supported" in terms of a particular community's standards.

I certainly do not mean to suggest that students should not he encouraged to look at reality when they composefar from it, since I have emphasized the function of writing in doing (intellectual) work in the world. But I
do mean to point out that we cannot look at reality in an unfiltered way
"reality" only makes sense when organized by the interpretive conventions
of a discourse community. Students often complain that they have nothing
to say, whereas "real-world" writers almost never do, precisely because realworld writers are writing for discourse communities in which they know
their work can matter, whereas students can see little purpose for their own
attempts ("essais") other than to get a grade. For example, Erwin Steinberg
has suggested that the superior organization of an electrical engineer's report, as compared to a freshman composition, stems frOm the engineer's superior knowledge of and experience in a field; what looks like a cognitive
difference turns out to have a large social component (see "A Garden of Opportunities and a Thicket of Dangers," Cognitive Processes, pp. 163-165).
Hence, although Steinberg is sympathetic to the project of finding writing
models and heuristics, he cautions, "We must always be careful not to think
in terms of a single model, because if we do we'll find one and force everyone to use itthe way English teachers used to require students to make formal outlines before they wrote" (p. 163).
The cognitive psychology approach cuts off writing-as-problem-solving
from the context of a discourse community precisely because one model is
sought (Steinberg's caveat notwithstanding). Discourse communities are
tied to historical and cultural circumstances, and hence can only be seen as

unenlightening instances of the general theory the cognitive approach
seeks: the one model is the universal one. All of the theoretical essays in
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Cognitive Processes in Writing seek to find this model. Carl Bereiter offers an
account of the stages of development in children's writing processes. Like
the Flower-Hayes mode], his is recursivethat is, he suggests that children's

development includes a certain set of stages but that the order of these
stages can be changed. There is, however, a "preferred or 'natural' order of
writing development," an order in which the constraints on composing imposed by the necessity of putting thoughts into words are gradually reduced
by being "automatized." Bereiter suggests that this order should be adopted
in the schools (see "Development in Writing," p. 89).
Collins and Gentner seek to go even further in schematizing their theory as a rule-governed model because they hope to end with a program enabling a computer to compose (see "A Framework for a Cognitive Theory of
Writing," pp. 51-52). This would permit the creation of "Writing Land,"
where computers would guide students through the patterns of the writing
process and enhance the students' cognitive activities (see "Framework," pp.
67-70). Computer-assisted composition will help students reduce the constraints imposed by the struggle to put thoughts into words by separating
"idea production" and "text production" ("Framework," p. 53). Once the
ideas are under control; "the next stage is to impose text structure on the
ideas" ("Framework," p. 59).

Dining text production, Collins and Gentner confidently state, the
writer can call on "structural devices, stylistic devices, and content devices" the term "devices" suggesting rule-governed mechanisms. Yet "unfortunately for the writer, there is no one-to-one correspondence between

means and end here in other words, no consistency in situation that
would permit reliance on rule-governed mechanisms ("Framework," p. 60).
Collins and Gentner's analysis frequently bumps up against language's
opacity, the contribution to thinking of densely situation -hound meanings
embodied in habits of language-using. Because they cannot account for this
situational aspect of writing, Collins and Gentner can only define "good
writing" as writing that conforms to a set of rules set by some authority (see
"Framework," pp. 52-53). This approach leaves them no way to justify the
authority's decisions as other than arbitrary, and hence their "rules" turn out
to be situation- hound: "Delete extraneous material," "Shorten long paragraphs," and so on ("Framework," p. 65). Such advice is unhelpful to students without other knowledge that enables them to identify the extraneous
and over-lengthy, as I noted earlier in my discussion of revising rules.

The fundamental problem with this approach is that it assumes that
the rules we can formulate to describe behavior are the same rules that produce the behavior. As attempts to program language-using computers have
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shown, such structures reveal their lack of explanatory power when applied
to an actual situation in which discourse conventions come into play. Programming a computer to use language comes up against a problem of infinite regress of contextor, how do we tell the computer how to tell what's
important when things are important only in terms of purposive activity?
How can we define, for example, what is "extraneous material," when the
quality of being extraneous resides not in the material itself but in its relation
to discourse? Or, to use a simpler example, how can we tell the computer
when a paragraph is too long except by specifying a range of lines that constitute acceptable lengths? Is there any form of discourse in which 20-line
paragraphs are acceptable and 21-line paragraphs are not? As the competence/performance debate in linguistics has suggested, it may be that we
cannot have a completely descriptive theory of behavior in widely varying
specific situationsthat is, we cannot formulate universal rules for contextbound activities. If.language -using isn't rule-governed in this sense, however, it still may be regular that is, we may be able to group situations as
likely to share a number of language-using features. But to do this is to describe the conventions of discourse communities.26

As I have been arguing, then, both the inner-directed and the outerdirected theoretical schools will have to contribute to a synthesis capable of
providing a comprehensive new agenda for composition studies. My critique
of Flower and Hayes's work is intended to contribute to such a synthesis, not
to delegitimate what they are doing. I do want to raise a serious question,
however, about another feature of the inner-directed school, a feature.that
works against fruitful discussion and synthesis: the quest for certainty. In
seeking one universal model of the composing process, inner-directed theorists seek a new set of principles for our discipline that will raise their arguments, as one has put it, "above mere ideology" (Hirsch, p. 4). They seek a
kind of certainty they believe is accessible only to science, and their talk of
paradigm-shifting invokes Kuhn to announce that our discipline will soon
have a scientific basis.27

This kind of certainty is presumably analogous to the commonplace elevation of fact over opinion, since it is supposed to end all debate. The inner-

directed school therefore has redefined composition research to mean a
search for the facts in the real world that prove a theory beyond debate. The
Flower-Hayes model claims much prestige from being derived from such
supposedly unimpeachable evidence. But its reliance on empirical evidence
can be questioned on several grounds. For one thing, protocol analysis is a
controversial method even within cognitive psychology because it tends to
affect what is being observed (see Gould's remarks, Cognitive Processes, p.
125). Flower and Hayes's work is particularly vulnerable because most of
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their adult subjects have been English teachers who are familiar with the
specialized vocabulary of the theory Flower and Hayes have used to analyze
the protocols. Under any circumstances, protocol analysis can lead to "selffulfilling" prophecy because its assumption that the subject's words mirror
her thinking allows the researcher to claim that certain thought processes
have occurred if certain words appear in the protocol. Self-fulfilling
prophecy is even more likely when test subjects share expert knowledge of
these words with the researchers.

The larger point to be made here, however, is that no scientific research,
no matter how rigorously it is conducted, possesses the kind of authoritative

certainty inner-directed theorists are seeking.28 It is always desirable, of
course, to know more about composing, but it is also necessary to treat this
knowledge as provisional, the way scientists treat their findings, if inquiry is
not to end. We may wonder, then, why inner-directed theorists are so ready
to invest their results with final authority and rush to pedagogical applications. I think it is that certainty appeals to composition specialists these days
for various reasons. For one, until recently composition studies was a lowstatus enclave it was hard to escape; a powerful theory would help us retaliate against the literary critics who dominate English studies. Moreover, such
a theory might help us survive what appears to be the long slide of all humanistic disciplines into a low-status enclave. A scientific-sounding theory
prOmises an "accountability" hedge against hard times.
The strongest appeal of certainty, however, is its offer of a solution to our
new students' problems that will enable us to undertake their socialization
into the academic discourse community without having to consider the ethical and political dimensions of this act. We are reluctant to take up ethical

and political questions about what we do because writing teachers have
been under a terrific strain. Pressured with increasing asperity by our col-,
leges to prepare students for their other courses, we have also felt anxious in
the classroom both when our teaching workedbecause we sensed that we

were wiping out the students' own cultureand when it didn'tbecause
we were cheating them of a chance to better their situations. Inner-directed
pedagogy meets teachers' emotional needs because it can be defended on
grounds that are likely to satisfy complaining faculty and administrators, and
because its claim to a basis in universals assures us that when we inculcate it,
we aren't touching the students' own culture but merely giving them a way
around it and up the ladder of success. The corollary is that students for
whom the pedagogy doesn't work need no longer be seen as victims of our
incompetence but simply as innately inferior.
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Invocation of certainty, then,performs the rhetorical function of invoca-

tion of the Deity. It guarantees the transcendent authority of values for
which we do not need to argue but which we can now apply with the confidence of a "good cause." I would argue, however, that we must understand
such a move as the assigning of superhuman authority to a human construction. All knowledge, that is, is of human origin, even scientific knowledge.

Indeed, modern philosophy has centered around a critique of scientific
knowledge precisely because such knowledge is most likely now to be
treated as certain. As Richard Rorty has recently shown, the history of Western philosophy since the Renaissance can be seen as a series of unsuccessful

attempts to fight off the admission that such claims for certainty are no
longer tenable.29 There is no way out of confrontation, except among fellow
believers, with the necessity of arguing for one's ethical choices.
This confrontation is especially necessary in a pluralistic society such as
the United States, in which a heterogeneous school population ensures that

pedagogical choices will affect students unequally. Under such circumstances, as Rorty cautions, claims to certainty often express 'simply a desire
for agreement which masks the question of whose interests are being served
(see Rorty, p. 335). Teachers' individual ethical choices add up to political
consequences, responsibility for which we cannot avoid. We are better off,

then, with a disciplinary theory that encourages examination of consequences. For example, inner-directed research might come up with an
heuristic that is useful in Basic Writing classes. But if we use it there, we
should not imagine that the heuristic allows us to forget who the students are
in Basic Writing classes, where they come from, what their prospects are in
short, why these particular students are having educational difficulties.

Ultimately, I am calling for the inspection of what some curriculum
theorists have called the "hidden curriculum": the project of initiating students into a particular world view that gives rise to the daily classroom tasks
without being consciously examined by teacher or students.3° If we call what
we are teaching "universal" structures or processes, we bury the hidden curriculum even deeper by claiming that our choice of material owes nothing
to historical circumstances. To do this is to deny the school's function as an
agent of cultural hegemony, or the selective valuation and transmission of
world views. The result for students who don't share the school's preferred
world views is either failure or deracination. I think we must acknowledge
cultural differences in the classroom, even though this means increasing our
emotional strain as members of one group trying to mediate contacts among
various others.
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The kind of pedagogy that would foster responsible inspection of the politically loaded hidden curriculum in composition class is discourse analysis. The exercise of cultural hegemony can be seen as the treatment of one
community's discourse conventions as if they simply mirrored reality. To
point out that discourse conventions exist would be to politicize the class -

roomor rather, to make everyone aware that it is already politicized.
World views would become more clearly a matter of conscious commitment, instead of unconscious conformity, if the ways in which they are constituted in discourse communities were analyzed.
This is not to say that we can make the school an ideologically neutral
place. The whole force of my argument is that there is no way to escape all
discourse communities, stand outside them and pronounce judgment. Fur-.
thermore, I assent to most of the conventions of the academic discourse
community and believe that students from other communities can benefit
from learning about them, and learning them. But perhaps we can break up
the failure/deracination dilemma for students from communities at a distance from academe. Through discourse analysis we might offer them an
understanding ti their school difficulties as the problems of a traveler to an
unfamiliar countryyet a country in which it is possible to learn the language and the manners and even "go native" while still remembering the
land from which one has come.
In his discussion of literary criticism and interpretive communities,
Stanley Fish has offered us one set of suggestions for how such ethically and
politically conscious education might proceed. Richard Rorty offers another
in his vision of philosophy becoming not the arbiter of disciplines but the
mediator among them. This "edifying" philosophy will have as its task making us realize that agreement that looks like certainty can occur only "because when a practice has continued long enough the conventions which

make it possibleand which permit a consensus on how to divide it into
partsare relatively easy to isolate" (p. 321). Rorty's is not a positivist notion
of arbitrary conventions; he sees conventions as the product of communities,
situation-bound but also subject to change. Rorty generalizes Kuhn's no-

tions of "normal" and "revolutionary" science to argue that the edifying
philosopher's task is to keep reminding us that "normal" discourse is evidently clear and above debate only because we agree about its conventions.
Education must begin with normal discourse but should not be limited to it,
with its unhelpful distinction between facts and values (see p. 363). For the
goal of discovering Truth, Rorty substitutes the goal of continuing conversation, but this will not be a dangerously relativistic goal because always con-

ditioned by and having to answer to an historical framework. Rorty's
philosophical community thus resembles Fish's interpretive community.
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Finally, then, we should see our answers to the question of what we
need to know about writing in the light of a new humanistic synthesis. Philosophy has moved to the position that discourse communities are all we
have to rely upon in our quest for certainty. Literary criticism is analyzing
how discourse communities function as historically situated interpretive
communities. Composition studies should focus upon practice within interpretive communitiesexactly how conventions work in the world and how
they are transmitted. If the work of these disciplines continues to converge, a
new synthesis will emerge that revivifies rhetoric as the central discipline of

human intellectual endeavor. In view of such a synthesis, the project to
make composition studies merely scientific looks obsolete.

I hope that this rhetorical synthesis, because it turns our attention to
questions of value and persuasion, will also reawaken us to the collective nature of the whole educational endeavor. There should be no disgrace in dis-

covering that one's work and the understanding that guides it cannot be
achieved autonomously. Then the main casualty of our theoretical debate
can be the debilitating individualism that adds so much to classroom strain.
In other words, let us emphasize not only discourse but also community. I
do not mean that we should seek to eliminate the conflicts that arise from
our coming from different historical and cultural situations. We should rec-

ognize that being so situated is the most important thing we have in
common

NOTES
I. The attitude I'm describing here has been called current-traditionalism, and it still
dominates textbooks in the field; see Donald C. Stewart, "Composition Textbooks and the Assault on Tradition," College Composition and Communication, 29 (May 1978), pp. 171-76.
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Rhetoric (Cambridge, Mass.: Winthrop, 1975), pp. 16, 26-36.
3. 1 have in mind here the justification for teaching Standard English advanced in E.D.
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Emig, Four Worlds of Writing (New York: Harper and Row, 1981).

7. Typically, a discourse community prefers one form of the native tongue, which may
be characterized simply by level of formality and specialized vocabulary, or which may be a
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dialect, or a fully constituted language (in the native tongue's family) with its own grammar
rules. The outer-directed theorists thus emphasize "parole" over "langue," to use de Saussure's terms, "performance" over "competence," to use Chomsky's terms. For a good account
of such language differences in an American setting, see William Labov, The Study of Nonstandard English (1969; revised and enlarged; Urbana, Illinois: NCTE, 1975).
8. See, for example, M.A.K. Halliday, "Language as Social Semiotic," Language as Social Semiotic (Baltimore: University Park Press, 1978), pp. 108-26.
9. This attitude has been called the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, because arguments are
advanced for it by linguists Edward Sapir and his pupil, Benjamin Lee Whorf; for a good
summary and critique of the Sapir-Whorf hypothesis, see Adam Schaff, Language and Cognition (1964; trans. Olgierd Wojtasiewicz, ed. Robert S. Cohen; New York: McGraw-Hill,
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Elaine Maimon, Gerald L. Belcher, Gail W. Hearn, Barbara F. Nodine, and Finbarr W.
O'Connor, Writing in the Arts and Sciences (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Winthrop, 1981).
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15. Lev Vygotsky, Thought and Language (1934; rpt. ed. & trans. Eugenia Hanfmann
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references in text. Vygotsky's pupil A.R. Luria did research among Uzbek peasants which suggests that thought and language interpenetrate to such a degree that perception of optical illusions, for example, changes with cultural experience and level of education; see A.R. Luria,
Cognitive Development (1974; rpt. trans. Martin Lopez-Morillas and Lynn Solotaroff, ed.
Michael Cole; Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard Univ. Press, 1976).
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(New Haven, Conn.: Yale Univ. Press, 1974). Lanham's later work in
Style: An Anti 'I
composition pedagogy suggests, however, that he is cynical about the position taken in Style
and not really ready to defend "ornate" language choices outside of special literary circumstances; see Richard Lanham, Revising Prose (New York: Scribner, 1979). Dillon, pp. 21-49,
is more helpful on understanding the problems with revising rules.
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Chicago Press, 1977), pp. 22-23.
25. Linda Flower, Problem-Solving Strategies for Vliriting (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1981); further references in text.
26. In my discussion of Collins and Centner, 1 am following the line of argument offered by Hubert L. Dreyfus, What Computers Can't Do (New York: Harper and Row, 1972);

rpt. 2d. edition, San Francisco: Freeman, 1979). Flower and Hayes's sympathy with the
Collins-Centner approach is suggested not only by the large amount of agreement between
the two accounts of composing, but also by the numerous borrowings in the Flower-Hayes
model from computer terminology and by Flower and Hayes's suggestion that their model
will contribute toward "building a Writer" ("Process Theory," p. 368).
27. For an example of this use of Kuhn, see Maxine Hairston, "The Winds of Change:

Thomas Kuhn and the Revolution in the Teaching of Writing," College Composition and
Communication, 33 (February 1982), pp. 76-88.
28. This argument follows the account of rhetoric's function in the scientific discourse
community given by Kuhn in Structure and (in a more radical version) by Paul Feyerabend,
Against Method (1975; rpt. London: Verso, 1978).
29. Richard Roily, Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (Princeton, NJ: Princeton Univ.
Press, 1979); further references in text.
30. On the hidden curriculum and its reproduction of oppressive social power relations,
see Michael Apple, Ideology and Curriculum (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1979).
31. I would like to thank Bruce Herzberg for the many ideas and the editorial guidance
that he has, as usual, contributed to my work.
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SECTION FOUR

Talking about Writing in Society
Positivism has been the dominant paradigm for Western society for nearly
four centuries, its premises and assumptions rarely questioned for most of
that time. It is no wonder, then, that contemporary composition studies
would look to the sciences for explanations about what happens in writing.
But anthropological study and different elements of critical theory, beginning in the later 1960s, put serious questions to positivism, to positivism's
search for universal answers, to the very idea that we can think in terms of
universals.

Composition studies turned to three lines of inquiry in its search for alternatives to positivism. Comp turned to anthropology's social-construction

theory and its ethnographic research methodologies. Composition also
turned to continental philosophical, psychological, and critical theories of
poststructuralism. And composition turned to Stanley Fish's term, "antifoundationalism," contained in his 1989 Doing What Comes Naturally:
Change, Rhetoric, and the Practice of Theory in Literary and Legal Studies
(Durham, NC: Duke UP). Anti-foundationalism, poststructuralism,. and
social-construction theory say in common that there can be no universal
truths, no truths free from contextual particularities. Everything contains reflections, to some degree or other, of the cultural, historical, and political
contexts in which inquiry takes place. Scientism or positivism, then, is inherently flawed, since in claiming to transcend the social and political it fails
to make explicit (or even recognize) the effects of the social in its inquiries.
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There are some signs these clays that collaborative learning is of increasing
interest to English teachers.' Composition teachers seem to be exploring
the concept actively. Two years ago the term appeared for the first time in
the list of topics suggested by the Executive Committee of the Conference
on College Composition and Communication for discussion at the CCCC
annual convention. It was eighth or ninth on a list of ten items. Last year it
appeared again, first on the list.
Teachers of literature have also begun to talk about collaborative learning, although not always by that name. It is viewed as a way of engaging stu-

dents more deeply with the text and also as an aspect of professors'
engagement with the professional community. At its 1978 convention the
Modern Language Association scheduled a multi-session forum entitled
"Presence, Knowledge, and Authority in the Teaching of Literature." One of
the associated sessions, called "Negotiations of Literary Knowledge," included a discussion of the authority and structure (including the collaborative classroom structure) of "interpretive communities." At the 1983 MLA
convention collaborative practices in reestablishing authority and value in
literary studies were examined undef such rubrics as "Talking to the Academic Community: Conferences as Institutions" and "How Books 11 and 12
of Paradise Lost Got to be Valuable" (changes in interpretive attitudes in the
community of Miltonists).
In both these contexts collaborative learning is discussed sometimes as a

process that constitutes fields or disciplines of study and sometimes as a
Reprinted from College English 46.7 (November 1984): 635-52. Used with permission.
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pedagogical tool that "works" in teaching composition and literature. The
former discussion, often highly theoretical, usually manages to keep at bay
the more troublesome and problematic aspects of collaborative learning.
The discussion of classroom practice is less fortunate. What emerges there is
that many teachers are unsure about how to use collaborative learning and
about when and where, appropriately, it should be used. Many are concerned also that when they try to use collaborative learning in what seem to
be effective and appropriate ways, it sometimes quite simply fails.

I sympathize with these experiences. Much the same thing has happened to me. Sometimes collaborative learning works beyond my highest
expectations. Sometimes it doesn't work at all. Recently, though,. I think I
have been more successful. The reason for that increased success seems to
be that I know a little more now than I did in the past about the complex
ideas that lie behind collaborative learning. This essay is frankly an attempt
to encourage other teachers to try collaborative learning and to help them
use collaborative learning appropriately and effectively. But it offers no
recipes. It is written instead on the assumption that understanding both the
history and the complex ideas that underlie collaborative learning can improve its practice and demonstrate its educational value.

The history of collaborative learning as I know it can be briefly
sketched. Collaborative learning began to interest American college teachers widely only in the 1980s, but the term was coined and the basic idea first
developed in the 1950s and 1960s by a group of British secondary school

teachers and by a biologist studying British post-graduate education
specifically, medical education. I myself first encountered the term and
some of the ideas implicit in it in Edwin Mason's still interesting but now
somewhat dated polemic entitled Collaborative Learning (London: Ward
Lock Educational Co., 1970), and in Charity James' Young Lives at Stake: A
Reappraisal of Secondary Schools (London: Collins, 1968). Mason, James,
and Leslie Smith, colleagues at Goldsmith's College, University of London,
were committed during the Vietnam era to democratizing education and to
eliminating from education what were perceived then as socially destructive

authoritarian social forms. Collaborative learning as they thought of it
emerged from this largely political, topical effort.
The collaborative forms that Mason and his colleagues proposed to establish in education had already been explored and their educational value
affirmed, however, by the earlier findings of M. L. J. Abercrombie. Abercrombie's Anatomy of Judgment (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1964) culminated ten years of research on the selection and training of medical students
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at University College, University of London. The result of her research was
to suggest that diagnosis, the art of medical judgment and the key element
in successful medical practice, is better learned in small groups of students
arriving at diagnoses collaboratively than it is learned by students working
individually. Abercrombie began her study by observing the scene that lay
people think is most typical of medical education: the group of medical students with a teaching physician gathered around a ward bed to diagnose a
patient. She then made a seemingly slight but in outcome enormously important change in the way that scene is usually played out. Instead of asking
each individual member of the group of students to diagnose the patient on
his or her own, Abercrombie asked the whole group to examine the patient
together, discuss the case as a group, and arrive at a consensus, a single diagnosis that they could all agree to. What she found was that students learning
diagnosis this way acquired good medical judgment faster than individuals
working alone (p. 19).
For American college teachers the roots of collaborative learning lie
neither in radical politics nor in research. They lie in the nearly desperate
response of harried colleges during the early 1970s to a pressing educational
need. A decade ago, faculty and administrators in institutions throughout
the country became aware that, increasingly, students entering college had
difficulty doing as well in academic studies as their native ability suggested
they should be able to do. Of course, some of these students were poorly
prepared academically. Many more of them, however, had on paper excel-

lent secondary preparation. The common denominator among both the
poorly prepared and the seemingly well-prepared was that, for cultural reasons we may not yet fully understand, all these students seemed to have difficulty adapting to the traditional or "normal" conventions of the college
classroom.
One symptom of the difficulty these students had adapting to college
life and work was that many refused help when it was offered. The help colleges offered, in the main, were tutoring and counseling programs staffed

by graduate students and other professionals. These programs failed because undergraduates refused to use them. Many solutions to this problem
were suggested and tried, from mandated programs that forced students to
accept help they evidently did not want, to sink-or-swim programs that assumed that students who needed help but didn't seek it out didn't belong in
college anyway. One idea that seemed at the time among the most exotic
and unlikely (that is, in the jargon of the 60s, among the most "radical")
turned out in the event to work rather well. Taking hints about the social organization of learning given by John Bremer, Michael von Moschzisker,
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and others writing at that time about changes in primary and secondary education, some college faculty members guessed that students were refusing
help because the kind of help provided seemed merely an extension of the
work, the expectations, and above all the social structure of traditional classroom learning (The School Without Walls [New York: Holt, 1971], p. 7). It
was traditional classroom learning that seemed to have left these students
unprepared in the first place. What they needed, it seemed, was help that
was not an extension of but an alternative to traditional classroom teaching.

To provide that alternative some colleges turned to peer tutoring.
Through peer tutoring teachers could reach students by organizing them to
teach each other. And peer tutoring, it turned out, was just one way of doing
that, although perhaps the most readily institutionalized way. Collectively,
peer tutoring and similar modes such as peer criticism and classroom group
work could be sensibly classified under the convenient term provided by our
colleagues in Britain: collaborative learning. What the term meant in practice was a form of indirect teaching in which the teacher sets the problem
and organizes students to work it out collaboratively. For example, in one
type of collaborative learning, peer criticism (also called peer evaluation),,

students learn to describe the organizational structure of a peer's paper,
paraphrase it, and comment both on what seems well done and what the au-

thor might do to improve the work. The teacher then evaluates both the
essay and the critical response. In another type of collaborative learning,
classroom group work, students in small groups work toward a consensus in
response to a task set by the teacher, for example, a question about a play, a
poem, or another student's paper. What distinguished collaborative learning
in each of its several types from traditional classroom practice was that it did

not seem to change what people learned (a supposition that now seems
questionable) so much as it changed the social context in which they
learned it. Students' work tended to improve when they got help from peers;
peers offering help, furthermore, learned from the students they helped and
from the activity of helping itself. Collaborative learning, it seemed, har-

nessed the powerful educative force of peer influence that had beenand
largely still is ignored and hence wasted by traditional forms of education.'
More recently, those of us actively interested in collaborative learning
have begun to think further about this practical experience. Recent developments in philosophy seem to suggest a conceptual rationale for collaborative
learning that yields some unexpected insights into pedagogical practice. A

new conception of the nature of knowledge provides direction that we
lacked earlier as we muddled through, trying to solve practical problems in

practical ways. The better we understand this conceptional rationale, it
seems, the more effective our practice of collaborative learning becomes.
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In the hope that this experience will prove true for others, the following
three sections outline the rationale of collaborative learning as I currently
understand it and the relation of that rationale to classroom practice. The
final section outlines some as yet not fully worked out implications both of
collaborative learning as a practice and of some aspects of its conceptual
rationale. Practice and rationale together, I will argue there, have the potential to challenge fairly deeply the theory and practice of traditional classroom teaching.

CONVERSATION AND THE NATURE
OF THOUGHT AND KNOWLEDGE
In an important essay on the place of literature in education published some
twenty years ago, "The Voice of Poetry in the Conversation of Mankind,"
Michael Oakeshott argues that what distinguishes human beings from other
animals is our ability to participate in unending conversation. "As civilized
human beings," Oakeshott writes,
we are the inheritors, neither of an inquiry about ourselves and the world,
nor of an accumulating body of information, but of a conversation, begun

in the primeval forests. and extended and made more articulate in the
course of centuries. It is a conversation which goes on both in public and
within each of ourselves. . Education, properly speaking, is an initiation
into the skill and partnership of this conversation in which we learn to recognize the voices, to distinguish the proper occasions of utterance, and in
which we acquire the intellectual and moral habits appropriate to conversation. And it is this conversation which, in the end, gives place and character to every human activity and utterance. (Rationalism in Politics [New
.

.

York: Basic Books, 1962], p. 199)

Oakeshott argues that the human conversation takes place within us as
well as among us, and that conversation as it takes place within us is what
we call reflective thought. In making this argument he assumes that conversation and reflective thought are related in two ways: causally and functionally. That is, Oakeshott assumes what the work of Lev Vygotsky and others
has shown, that reflective thought is public or social conversation internalized (see, for example, Vygotsky, Mind and Society [Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1978]). We first experience and learn "the skill
and partnership of conversation" in the external arena of direct social exchange with other people. Only then do we learn to displace that "skill and
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partnership" by playing silently ourselves, in imagination, the parts of all
the participants in the conversation. As Clifford Geertz has put it,
thinking as an overt, public act, involving the purposeful manipulation of
objective materials, is probably fundamental to human beings; and thinking as a covert, private act, and without recourse to such materials [is] a derived, though not unuseful, capability.... Human thought is consumately
social: social in its, origins, social in its functions, social in its form, social in
its applications.3

Since what we experience as reflective thought is related causally to so-

cial conversation (we learn one from the other), the two are also related
functionally. That is, because thought is internalized conversation, thought
and conversation tend to work largely in the same way. Of course, in
thought some of the limitations of conversation are absent. Logistics, for example, are no problem at all. I don't have to take the A train or Eastern Airlines flight #221 to get together with myself for a chat. And in thought there

are no differences among the participants in preparation, interest, native
ability, or spoken vernacular. Each one is just as clever as I can be, or just as
dull. On the other hand, in thought some of the less fortunate limitations of
conversation may persist. Limitations that may be imposed, for example, by
ethnocentrism, inexperience, personal anxiety, economic interests, and paradigmatic inflexibility can constrain my thinking just as they can constrain

conversation. If my talk is narrow, superficial, biased, and confined to
cliches, my thinking is likely to be so too.
Still, it remains the case that according to this concept of mental activity
many of the social forms and conventions of conversation, most of the grammatical, syntactical and rhetorical structures of conversation, and the range,
flexibility, impetus, and goals of conversation are the sources of the forms
and conventions, structures, impetus, range and flexibility, and the issues of
reflective thought.

The relationship I have been drawing here between conversation and
thought illuminates the source of the quality, depth, terms, character, and issues of thought. The assumptions underlying my argument differ considerably, however, from the assumptions we ordinarily make about the nature of
thought. We ordinarily assume that thought is some sort of given, an "essential attribute" of the human mind. The view that conversation and thought
are causally related assumes not that thought is an essential attribute of the
human mind but that it is instead an artifact created by social interaction.
We can think because we can talk, and we think in ways we have learned to
talk. As Stanley Fish has put it, the thoughts we can think and the mental
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operations [we] can perform have their source in some or other interpretive
community."4 The range, complexity, and subtlety of our thought, its power,
the practical and conceptual uses we can put it to, and the very issues we
can address result in large measure directly from the degree to which we
have been initiated into what Oakeshott calls the potential "skill and partnership" of human conversation in its public and social form.
To the extent that thought is internalized conversation, then, any effort
to understand how we think requires us to understand the nature of conversation; and any effort to understand conversation requires us to.understand

the nature of community life that generates and maintains conversation.
Furthermore, any effort to understand and cultivate in ourselves the kind of
thought we value most requires us to understand and cultivate the kinds of
community life that establish and maintain conversation that is the origin
of that kind of thought. To think well as individuals we must learn to think
well collectivelythat is, we must learn to converse well. The first steps to

learning to think better, therefore, are learning to converse better and
learning to establish and maintain the sorts of social context, the sorts of
community life, that foster the sorts of conversation members of the community value.
This principle has broad applicability and has implications far beyond
those that may be immediately apparent. For example, Thomas Kuhn has
argued in The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, (2nd ed.: Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1970) that to understand scientific thought and

knowledge we must understand the nature of scientific communities.
Scientific knowledge changes not as our "understanding of the world"
changes. It changes as scientists organize and reorganize relations among
themselves (pp. 209-10). Carrying Kuhn's view and terminology further,
Richard Rorty argues in Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1979) that to understand any kind of knowledge we must understand what he calls the social justification of belief.

That is, we must understand how knowledge is established and maintained in the "normal discourse" of communities of knowledgeable peers.5

Stanley Fish completes the argument by saying that these "interpretive
communities" are the source of our thought and of the "meanings" we
produce through the use and manipulation of symbolic structures, chiefly
language. Fish suggests further, reflecting Erving Goffman's conclusion to
The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life ([New York: Doubleday Anchor,
1959], pp. 252-53), that interpretative communities may also be in large
measure the source of what we regard as our very selves (Fish, p. 14). Our
feelings and intuitions are as much the product of social relations as our
knowledge.
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EDUCATIONAL IMPLICATIONS:
CONVERSATION, COLLABORATIVE LEARNING
AND "NORMAL DISCOURSE"
The line of argument I have been pursuing has important implications for
educators, and especially for those of us who teach English both literature
and composition. If thought is internalized public and social talk, then writing of all kinds is internalized social talk made public and social again. If
thought is internalized conversation, then writing is internalized conversation re-externalized.6
Like thought, writing is related to conversation in both time and function. Writing is a technologically displaced form of conversation. When we

write, having already internalized the "skill and partnership" of conversation, we displace it once more onto the written page. But because thought is
already one step away from conversation, the position of writing relative to
Conversation is more complex than the position of thought relative to conversation. Writing is at once two steps away from conversation and a return
to conversation. We converse; we internalize conversation as thought; and
then by writing, we re-immerse conversation in its external, social medium.
My ability to write this essay, for example, depends on my ability to talk
through with myself the issues I address here. And my ability to talk through
an issue with myself derives largely from my ability to converse directly with
other people in an immediate social situation. The point is not that the particular thing I write every time must necessarily be something I have talked
over with other people first, although I may well often do just that. What I

have to say can, of course, originate in thought, and it often does. But my
thought itself is conversation as I have learned to internalize it. The point,
therefore, is that writing always has its roots deep in the acquired ability to
carry on the social symbolic exchange we call conversation.
The inference writing teachers should make from this line of reasoning
is that our task must involve engaging students in conversation among themselves at as many points in both the writing and the reading process as possible, and that we should contrive to ensure that students' conversation about
what they read and write is similar in as many ways as possible to the way we
would like them eventually to read and write. The way they talk with each
other determines the way they will think and the way they will write.
To organize students for these purposes is, in as general a way as I can
put it, to organize collaborative learning. Collaborative learning provides a

social context in which students can experience and practice the kinds of
conversation valued by college teachers. The kind of conversation peer tutors engage in with their tutees, for example, can be emotionally involved,
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intellectually and substantively focused, and personally disinterested. There
could be no better source than this of the sort of displaced conversation

writing valued by college teachers. Similarly, collaborative classroom
group work guided by a carefully designed task makes students aware that
writing is a social artifact, like the thought that produces it. Writing may
seem to be displaced in time and space from the rest of a writer's community
of readers and other writers, but in every instance writing is an act, however
much displaced, of conversational exchange.
Besides providing a particular kind of conversation, collaborative learning also provides a particular kind of social context for conversation, a partic-

ular kind of communitya community of status equals: peers. Students
learn the "skill and partnership" of re-externalized conversation, writing, not
only in a community that fosters the kind of conversation college teachers

value most, but also in a community that approximates the one most students must eventually write for in everyday life, in business, government,
and the professions.
It is worthwhile to disgress a moment here to establish this last point. In
most cases people write in business, government, and the professions mainly

to inform and convince other people within the writer's own community,
people whose status and assumptions approximate the writer's own.7 That is,

the sort of writing most people do most in their everyday working lives is
what Richard Rorty calls "normal discourse." Normal discourse (a term of
Rorty's coinage based on Thomas Kuhn's term "normal science") applies to
conversation within a community of knowledgeable peers. A community of
knowledgeable peers is a group of people who accept, and whose work is
guided by, the same paradigms and the same code of values and assumptions. In normal discourse, as Rorty puts it, everyone agrees on the "set of
conventions about what counts as a relevant contribution, what counts as a
question, what counts as having a good argument for that answer or a good
criticism of it." The product of normal discourse is "the sort of statement
that can he agreed to be true by all participants whom the other participants
count as 'rational' " (p. 320).

The essay I am writing here is an example of normal discourse in this
sense. I am writing to members of my own community of knowledgeable
peers. My readers and I (I presume) are guided in our work by the same set
of conventions about what counts as a relevant contribution, what counts as
a question, what counts as having a good argument for that answer or a good
criticism of it. I judge my essay finished when I think it conforms to that set
of conventions and values. It is within that set of conventions and values
that my readers will evaluate the essay, both in terms of its quality and in
terms of whether or not it makes sense. Normal discourse is pointed; it is ex401
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planatory and argumentative. Its purpose is to justify belief to the satisfaction of other people within the author's community of knowledgeable peers.

Much of what we teach todayor should be teaching in composition
courses is the normal discourse of most academic, professional, and business communities. The rhetoric taught in our composition textbooks com-

prisesor should comprisethe conventions of normal discourse of those
communities.8
Teaching normal discourse in its written form is central to a college cur-

riculum, therefore, because the one thing college teachers in most fields
commonly want students to acquire, and what teachers in most fields consistently reward students for, is the.ability to carry on in speech and writing the
normal discourse of the field in question. Normal discourse is what William
Perry describes as discourse in the established contexts of knowledge in a.

field, discourse that makes effective reference to facts as defined within
those contexts. In a student who can integrate fact and context together in
this way, Perry says, "we recognize a colleague."9 This is so because to be
conversant with the normal discourse in a field of study or endeavor is exactly what we mean by being knowledgeablethat is, knowledge- able in
that field. Not to have mastered the normal discourse of a discipline, no matter how many "facts" or data one may know, is not to be knowledgeable in
that discipline. Mastery of a knowledge community's normal discourse is the
basic qualification for acceptance into that community.
The kind of writing students find most useful to learn in college, therefore, is not only the kind of writing most appropriate to work in fields of business, government, and the professions. It is also the writing most appropriate
to gaining competence in most academic fields that students study in college. What these two kinds of writing have in common is that they are both
written within and addressed to a community of status equals: peers. They
are both normal discourse.
This point having, I hope, been established, the nature of the particular
kind of community that collaborative learning forms becomes clearer. Collaborative learning provides the kind of social context, the kind of commu-

nity, in which normal discourse occurs: a community of knowledgeable
peers. This is one of its main goals: to provide a context in which students

can practice and master the normal discourse exercised in established
knowledge communities in the academic world and in business, government, and the professions.
But to say this only raises a host of questions. One question is, how can

student peers, who are not members of the knowledge communities they
hope to enter, who lack the knowledge that constitutes those communities,
help other students enter them? The first, more concrete answer to this
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question is that no student is wholly ignorant and inexperienced. Every student is already a member of several knowledge communities, from canoeing
to computers, baseball to ballet. Membership in any one of these communities may not be a resource that will by itself help much directly in learning to

organize an essay or explicate a poem. But pooling the resources that a
group of peers brings with them to the task may make accessible the normal
discourse of the new community they together hope to enter. Students are
especially likely to be able to master that discourse collaboratively if their
conversation is structured indirectly by the task or problem that a member of
that new community (the teacher) has judiciously designed.10 To the conversation between peer tutors and their tutees in writing, for example, the
tutee brings knowledge of the subject to be written about and knowledge of

the assignment. The tutor brings sensitivity to the needs and feelings of
peers and knowledge of the conventions of discourse and of standard written
English. And the conversation is structured in part by the demands of the
teacher's assignment and in part by the formal conventions of the communities the teacher represents, the conventions of academic discourse and standard English.

Such conversation among students can break down, of course, if any
one of these elements is not present. It can proceed again if the person responsible for providing the missing element, usually but not always the
teacher, is flexible enough to adjust his or her contribution accordingly. If,
for example, tutees do not bring to the conversation knowledge of the subject and the assignment, then the teacher helps peer tutors see that their
most important contribution may be to help tutees begin at the very beginning: how to go about making sufficient acquaintance with the subject matter and how to set out to clarify the assignment. If tutors lack sensitivity to
language and to the feelings and needs of their peers, tutees must contribute
by making those feelings and needs more clearly evident. If the task or assignment that the teacher has given is unclear or too difficult or too simpleminded to engage students effectively, then the teacher has to revise it.
Throughout this process the teacher has to try to help students negotiate the
rocks and shoals of social relations that may interfere with their getting on
with their work together.

What students do when working collaboratively on their writing is not
write or edit or, least of all, read proof. What they do is converse. They talk
about the subject and about the assignment. They talk through the writer's
understanding of the subject. They converse about" their own relationship
and, in general, about relationships in an academic or intellectual context
between students and teachers. Most of all they converse about and as a part
of writing. Similarly, what students do when working collaboratively in
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small groups in order to read a text with understandinga poem, a story, or

another student's paper is also to converse. They converse in order to
reach consensus in answer to questions the teacher has raised about the text.
They converse about and as a part of understanding. In short, they learn, by

practicing it in this orderly way, the normal discourse of the academic
community.

COLLABORATIVE LEARNING

AND THE AUTHORITY OF KNOWLEDGE
The place of conversation in learning, especially in the humanities, is the
largest context in which we must see collaborative learning. To say that conversation has a place in learning should not of course seem peculiar to those
of us who count ourselves humanists, a category that includes all of us who
teach literature and most of us who teach writing. Furthermore, most of us
believe that "class discussion" is one of the most effective ways of teaching.
The truth, however, is that despite this belief the person who does most of
the discussing in most of our discussion classes is the teacher.
This tends to happen because behind our enthusiasm for discussion lies

a fundamental distrust of it. The graduate training most of us have enjoyedor enduredhas taught us, in fact, that collaboration and community activity is inappropriate and foreign to work in humanistic disciplines
such as English. Humanistic study, we have been led to believe, is a solitary
life, and the vitality of the humanities lies in the talents and endeavors of
each of us as individuals. What we call discussion is more often than not an
adversarial activity pitting individual against individual in an effort to assert
what one literary critic has called "will to power over the text," if not over
each other. If we look at what we do instead of what we say, we discover that
we think of knowledge as something we acquire and wield as individuals relative to each other, not something we generate and maintain in company
with and in dependency upon each other.I1
Only recently have humanists of note, such as Stanley Fish in literary
criticism and Richard Rorty in philosophy, begun to take effective steps toward exploring the force and implications of knowledge communities in the
humanistic disciplines, and toward redefining the nature of our knowledge

as a social artifact. Much of this recent work follows a trail blazed two
decades ago by Thomas Kuhn. The historical irony of this course of events
lies in the fact that Kuhn developed his notion about the nature of scientific
knowledge after first examining the way knowledge is generated, established, and maintained in the humanities and social sciences. For us as hu-
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manists to discover in Kuhn and his followers the conceptual rationale of
collaborative learning is to see our own chickens come home to roost.
Kuhn's position that even in the "hard" sciences knowledge is a social
artifact emerged from his attempt to understand the implications of the increasing indeterminacy of knowledge of all kinds in the twentieth century.I2
To say that knowledge is indeterminate is to say that there is no fixed and
certain point of reference, no Arnoldian "touchstone" against which we can
measure truth. If there is no such absolute referent, then knowledge must be
a thing people make and remake. Knowledge must be a social artifact. But
to call knowledge a social artifact, Kuhn argues, is not to say that knowledge
is merely relative, that knowledge is what any one of us says it is. Knowledge
is maintained and established by communities of knowledgeable peers. It is
what together we agree it is, for the time being. Rorty, following Kuhn, ar-

gues that communities of knowledgeable peers make knowledge by a
process of socially justifying belief. Collaborative learning models this
process.

This then is a second and more general answer to the question raised in

the preceding section. How can student peers, who are not themselves
members of the knowledge communities they hope to enter, help other stu-

dents to enter those communities? Isn't collaborative learning the blind
leading the blind?

It is of course exactly the blind leading the blind if we insist on the
Cartesian model of knowledge: that to know is to "see," and that knowledge
is information impressed upon the individual mind by some outside source.
But if we accept the premise that knowledge is an artifact created by a community of knowledgeable peers constituted by the language of that community, and that learning is a social and not an individual process, then to learn
is not to assimilate information and improve our mental eyesight. To learn is
to work collaboratiVely to establish and maintain knowledge among a community of knowledgeable peers through the process that Richard Rorty calls
"socially justifying belief." We socially justify belief when we explain to others why one way of understanding how the world hangs together seems to us
preferable to other ways of understanding it. We establish knowledge or justify belief collaboratively by challenging each other's biases and presupposi-

tions; by negotiating collectively toward new paradigms of perception,
thought, feeling, and expression; and by joining larger, more experienced
communities of knowledgeable peers through assenting to those communities' interests, values, language, and paradigms of perception and thought.
If we accept this concept of knowledge and learning even partially and
tentatively, it is possible to see collaborative learning as a model of the way
that even the most sophisticated scientific knowledge is established and

405

4b

Cross-Talk in Comp Theory

maintained. Knowledge is the product of human beings in a state of continual negotiation or conversation. Education is not a process of assimilating
"the truth" but, as Rorty has put it, a process of learning to "take a hand in
what is going on" by joining "the 'conversation of mankind." Collaborative

learning is an arena in which students can negotiate their way into that
conversation.

COLLABORATIVE LEARNING

AND NEW KNOWLEDGE
Seen this way, collaborative learning seems unexceptionable. It is not hard
to see it as comfortable, not very surprising, not even very new. In discovering and applying collaborative learning we seem to be, if not exactly rein-

venting the wheel, certainly rediscovering some of the more obvious
implications of that familiar and useful device. Collaborative learning, it
seems, is no new thing under the sun. However much we may explore its
conceptual ramifications, we must acknowledge the fact that people have always learned from their peers and doggedly persist in doing so whether we
professional teachers and educators take a hand in it or not. In Thomas
Wolfe's Look Homeward, Angel Eugene Gant records how in grammar
school he learned to write (in this case, form the words on a page) from his
learning from a peer what "all instruction failed" to teach him.
In business and industry, furthermore, and in professions such as medicine,

law, engineering, and architecturewhere to work is to learn or failcollaboration is the norm. All that is new in collaborative learning, it seems, is
the systematic application of collaborative principles to that last bastion of
hierarchy and individualism, the American college classroom.
This comfortable view, while appropriate, may yet be deceptive. If we
follow just a bit further the implications of the rationale for collaborative
learning that I have been outlining here, we catch a glimpse of a somewhat
startling educational scene. Take, for example, the principle that entering
an existing knowledge community involves a process of negotiation. Followed to its logical conclusion this principle implies that education is not a
rite of passage in which students passively become initiated into an institution that is monolithic and unchanging. It implies that the means by which
students learn to negotiate this entry, collaborative learning, is not merely a
better pedagogy, a better way of initiating new members into existing knowledge communities. And it implies that collaborative learning as a classroom
practice models more than how knowledge is established and maintained.
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The argument purSued here implies, in short, that in the long run collaborative learning models how knowledge is generated, how it changes and grows.
This way of thinking about collaborative learning is somewhat specu-

lative, but it is nevertheless of considerable interest and importance to
teachers of English. If, as Rorty suggests, knowledge is a social artifact, if
knowledge is belief justified through normal discourse, then the generation
of knowledge, what we call "creativity," must also be a social process. It too
must involve discourse. But the discourse involved in generating knowledge
cannot be normal discourse, since normal discourse maintains knowledge.
It is inadequate for generating new knowledge. Knowledge-generating discourse is discourse of quite another kind. It is, to use Rorty's phrase, abnor-.
mal discourse.
In contrast to normal discourse, abnormal discourse occurs between coherent communities or within communities when consensus no longer exists with regard to rules, assumptions, goals, values, or mores. Abnormal
discourse, Rorty says, "is what happens when someone joins in the discourse
who is ignorant of the conventions governing that discourse "or who sets

them aside." Whereas normal discourse produces "the sort of statement
which can be agreed to be true by all participants whom the other participants count as 'rational,' " "the product of abnormal discourse can be anything from nonsense to intellectual revolution." Unlike the participants in
normal discourse who sound "rational" to the others in the community, a
person speaking abnormal discourse sounds "either 'kooky' (if he loses his
point) or 'revolutionary' (if he gains it)" (pp. 320, 339).
The importance of abnormal discourse to the discussion of collaborative

learning is that abnormal discourse serves the function of helping usimmersed as we inevitably are in the everyday normal discourse of our disciplines and professionsto see the provincial nature of normal discourse and
of the communities defined by normal discourse. Abnormal discourse sniffs
out stale, unproductive knowledge and challenges its authority, that is, the
authority of the community which that knowledge constitutes. Its purpose,

Rorty says, is to undermine "our reliance upon the knowledge we have
gained" through normal discourse. We must occasionally undermine this reliance because normal discourse tends to "block the flow of conversation by
presenting [itself] as offering the canonical vocabulary for discussion of a
given topic" (pp. 386-387).
Abnormal discourse is therefore necessary to learning. Burt, ironically,
abnormal discourse cannot be directly taught. "There is no discipline that
describes" abnormal discourse, Rorty tells us, "any more than there is a discipline devoted to the study of the unpredictable or of 'creativity' " (p. 320).
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What we can teach are the tools of normal discourse, that is, both practical
rhetoric and rhetorically based modes of literary criticism such as the taxonomy of figures, new-critical analysis, and deconstructive criticism:13 To leave
openings for change, however, we must not teach these tools as universals.
We must teach practical rhetoric and critical analysis in such a way that,
when necessary, students can turn to abnormal discourse in order to undermine their own and other people's reliance on the canonical conventions
and vocabulary of normal discourse. We must teach the use of these tools in
such a way that students can set them .aside, if only momentarily, for the purpose of generating new knowledge, for the purpose, that is, of reconstituting
knowledge communities in more satisfactory ways.
It is just here that, as I mentioned. at the beginning of this essay, we

begin to move beyond our earlier suppositions about what people learn
through collaborative learning. Defining knowledge as a social artifact established and maintained through normal discourse challenges the authority of knowledge as we traditionally understand it. But by changing what we
usually call the process of learningthe work., the expectations, and the so-

cial structure of the traditional classroom collaborative learning also
changes what we usually call the substance of learning. It challenges the au.thority of knowledge by revealing, as John Trimbur has observed, that authority itself is a social artifact. This revelation and the new awareness that
results from it makes authority comprehensible both to us as teachers and to

our students. It involves a process of reacculturation. Thus collaborative
learning can help students join the established knowledge communities of
academic studies, business, and the professions. But it should also help students learn something else. They should learn, Trimbur says, "something
about how this social transition takes place, how it involves crises of identity
and authority, how students can begin to generate a transitional language to
bridge the gap between communities" (private correspondence).
Challenging the traditional authority of knowledge in this way, collaborative learning naturally challenges the traditional basis of the authority of
those who teach. Our authority as teachers always derives directly or indirectly from the prevailing conception of the authority of knowledge. In the

pre-Cartesian world people tended to believe that the authority of knowledge lodged in one place, the mind of God. In that world teachers derived
their authority from their godliness, their nearness to the mind of God. In
Cartesian, Mirror-of-Nature epistemology, the authority of knowledge has
had three alternative lodgings, each a secular version of the mind of God.
We could believe if we chose that the authority of knowledge lodged in
some touchstone of value and truth above and beyond ourselves, such as
mathematics, creative genius, or the universals of sound reasoning. We
408
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could believe that the authority of knowledge lodged in the mind of a person of genius:. a Wordsworth, an Einstein, or a Freud. Or we could believe
that the authority of knowledge lodged in the nature of the object objectively known: the universe, the human mind, the text of a poem.
Our authority as teachers, accordingly, has had its source in our nearness to one of these secular versions of the mind of God. In the first case we
derive our authority from our identification with the "touchstone" of value
and truth. Thus, for some of us, mathematicians and poets have, generally
speaking, greater authority than, say, sociologists or literary critics. According to the second alternative we derive our authority from intimacy with the
greatest minds. Many of us feel that those who have had the good fortune to
study with Freud, Faraday, or Faulkner, for example, have greater authority
than those who studied with their disciples; or, those who have studied the
manuscripts of Joyce's fiction have greater authority than those who merely
studied the edited texts. According to the third alternative, we derive our authority as teachers from being in direct touch with the objective world. Most
of us feel that those whose knowledge is confirmed by hands-on laboratory

experimentation have greater authority than those whose knowledge is
based on a synthesis of secondary sources.

Because the concept that knowledge is socially justified belief denies
that the authority of knowledge lodges in any of these places, our authority
as teachers according to that concept has quite another source as well. Insofar as collaborative learning inducts students into established knowledge
communities and teaches them the normal discourse of those communities,
we derive our authority as teachers from being certified representatives of
the communities of knowledgeable peers that students aspire to join, and
that we, as members of our chosen disciplines and also members of the community of the liberally educated public at large, invite and encourage them
to join. Teachers are defined in this instance as those members of a knowledge community who accept the responsibility for inducting new members
into the community. Without successful teachers the community will die
when its current members die, and knowledge as assented to by that community will cease to exist.

Insofar as collaborative learning helps students understand how knowledge is generated through abnormal discourse, however, our authority as
teachers derives from another source. It derives from the values of a larger
indeed, the largest possiblecommunity of knowledgeable peers, the community that encompasses all others. The interests of this largest community
contradict one of the central interests of local communities such as professional disciplines and fields of study: to maintain established knowledge.
The interest of the larger community is to resist this conservative tendency.
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Its interest is to bridge gaps among knowledge communities and to open
them to change.

The continued vitality of the knowledge communities we valuein
particular the community of liberally educated people and its subcommunities, the scholarly and professional disciplinesdepends on both
these needs being met: to maintain established knowledge and to challenge
and change it. As representatives and delegates of a local, disciplinary community, and of the larger community as well, teachers are responsible for the
continued vitality of both of the knowledge communities we value. Responsible to both sets of values, therefore, we must perform as conservators and

agents of change, as custodians of prevailing community values and as
agents of social transition and reacculturation.
Because by giving students access to the "conversation of mankind," to
return to Oakeshott's phrase, collaborative learning can serve both of these
seemingly conflicting educational aims at once, it has an especially important role to play in studying and teaching English. It is one way of introducing students to the process by which communities of knowledgeable peers

create referential connections between symbolic structures and "reality,"
that is, by which they establish knowledge and by doing so maintain com-

munity growth and coherence. To study adequately any textstudent
theme or play by Shakespeareis to study an entire social symbolic process,
not just part of it. To study and teach English is to study and teach the social
origin, nature, reference, and function of symbolic structures.
The view that knowledge is a social artifact, furthermore, requires a reexamination of our premises as students of English and as teachers. To date,
very little work of this sort has been clone. One can only guess what might
come of a concerted effort on the part of the profession as a whole. The effort might ultimately involve "demystifying" much that we now do as humanists and teachers of the humanities. If we bring to mind, for example, a
sampling of important areas of current theoretical thought in and allied to
literary criticism, we are likely to find mostly bipolar forms: text and reader,

text and writer, symbol and referent, signifier and signified. On the one
hand, a critique along the lines I have been following here might involve ex-

amining how these theories would differ if they included the third term
missing from most of them. How would a psychoanalytically oriented study
of metaphor differ, for example, if it acknowledged that psychotherapy is
fundamentally a kind of social relationship based on the mutual creation or
recreation of symbolic structures by therapist and patient? How would semiotics differ if it acknowledged that all "codes" are symbolic structures constituting language communities and that to understand these codes requires us
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to examine and understand the complex social symbolic relations among
the people who make up language communities? How would practical
rhetoric look if we assumed that writer and reader were not adversaries but
partners in a common, community-based enterprise? How would it look if
we no longer assumed that people write to persuade or to distinguish themselves and their points of view and to enhance their own individuality by
gaining the acquiescence of other individuals? How would it look if we assumed instead that people write for the very opposite reason: that people
write in order to be accepted, to join, to be regarded as another member of
the culture or community that constitutes the writer's audience?
Once we had reexamined in this way how English is studied professionally, we could on the other hand also undertake to reexamine how English is
taught as well. If we did that, we might find ourselves taking issue with Stanley Fish's conclusion that to define knowledge as a social artifact generated
by interpretive communities has no effect whatsoever on the way we read
and teach literature and composition. My argument in this essay suggests,
on the contrary, that some changes in our pedagogical attitudes and classroom practices are almost inevitable. These changes would result from

integrating our understanding of social symbolic relationships into our
teachingnot just into what we teach but also into how we teach it. For example, so long as we think of knowledge as a reflection and synthesis of in-

formation about the objective world, then to teach King Lear seems to
involve providing a "correct" text and rehearsing students in "correct" interpretations of it. "Correct" here means the text and the interpretations that,
as Fish puts it, seem "obvious and inescapable" within the knowledge com-

munity, within the "institutional or conventional structure," of which we
happen to be members (p. 370).
But if we think of knowledge as socially justified belief, then to teach
King Lear seems to involve creating contexts where students undergo a sort
of cultural change. This change would be one in which they loosen ties to
the knowledge communities they currently belong to and join another.
These two communities would be seen as having quite different sets of values, mores, and goals, and above all quite different languages. To speak in
one community of a person asking another to "pray you undo this button"
(V, iii) might be merely to tell a mercantile tale, or a prurient one, while in
another community such a request could be both a gesture of profound
human dignity and a metaphor of the dissolution of a world.
Similarly, so long as we think of learning as reflecting and synthesizing
information about the objective world, to teach expository writing is to provide examples, analysis, and exercises in the traditional modes of practical
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rhetoricdescription, narration, comparison-contrastor examples, analysis, and exercises in the "basic skills" of writing, and to rehearse students in
their proper use. But if we think of learning as a social process, the process of
socially justifying belief, then to teach expository writing seems to involve
something else entirely. It involves demonstrating to students that they know
something only when they can explain it in writing to the satisfaction of the
community of their knowledgeable peers. To teach this way, in turn, seems
to require us to engage students in collaborative work that does not just rein-

force the values and skills they begin with, but that promotes a sort of
reacculturation.14

The argument I have been making here implies, in short, that students
and teachers of literature and writing must begin to develop awareness and
skill that may seem foreign and irrelevant to our profession at the present
time. Organizing collaborative learning effectively requires doing more than
throwing students together with their peers with little Or no guidance or
preparation. To do that is merely to perpetuate, perhaps even aggravate, the
many possible negative efforts of peer group influence: conformity, antiintellectualism, intimidation, and leveling -clown of quality. To avoid these
pitfalls and to marshal the powerful educational resource of peer group
influence requires us to create and maintain a demanding academic envi-

ronment that makes collaborationsocial engagement in intellectual pursuitsa genuine part of students' educational development. And that in
turn requires quite new and perhaps more thorough analyses of the elements of our field than we have yet attempted.

NOTES
1. I am indebted for conversation regarding substantive issues raised in this essay to Fellows of the Brooklyn College Institute for Training Peer Tutors and of the Asnuntuck Community College Institute in Collaborative Learning and Peer-Tutor Training, and to Peter
Elbow. Both Institutes were supported by grants from the Fund for the Improvement of Postsecondary Education. I am particularly grateful to Peter Hawkes, Harvey Kail, Ronald
Maxwell, and John Trimbur for reading the essay in early drafts and for offering suggestions
for improvement. The essay is in many ways and at many levels a product of collaborative
learning.
2. The educative value of peer group influence is discussed in Theodore M. Newcomb
and Everett K. Wilson, eds., College Peer Groups (Chicago: Aldine, 1966).
3. The Interpretation of Cultures (New York: Basic Books, 1971), pp. 76-77, 360. In addition to "The Growth of Culture and the Evolution of Mind," also relevant in the same volume are "The Impact of the Concept of Man" and "Ideology as a Cultural System," parts
four and five.
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4. Is There a Text in This Class?: The Authority of Interpretive Communities (Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1980), p. 14. Fish develops his argument fully in part 2, pp.
303-371. On the distinction between "interiority" or "inwardness" and "internalization," see
Stephen Toulmin, "The Inwardness of Mental Life," Critical Inquiry, 6 (1979), 1-16.
5. I have explored some of the larger educational implications of Rorty's argument in
"Liberal Education and the Social Justification of Belief," Liberal Education, 68 (1982), 95114.
6. I make a case for this position in "Writing and Reading as Collaborative or Social
Acts;" in Janice N. Hays, et al, eds., The Writer's Mind: Writing cis a Mode of Thinking (Urbana, Ill.: National Council of Teachers of English, 1983), pp. 159-169. In the current criti-

cal climate the distinction between conversation and speech as sources of writing and
thought is important to maintain. Deconstructionist critics such as Paul de Man argue (e.g.,
in his Blindness and Insight [Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1983]), following
Derrida, that writing is not displaced speech but a primary act. This argument defines "writing" in a much broader sense than we are used to, to mean something like "making public"
in any manner, including speech. Hence deconstructionist "writing" can be construed as a
somewhat static conception of what I am here calling "conversation": a social act. So long as
the conversational, hence social, nature of "writing" in the deconstructionist sense remains
unrecognized, the aversion of deconstructionist criticism to the primacy of speech as embodying the phenomenological "metaphysics of presence" remains circular. The deconstructionist argument holds that privileging speech "centers" language in persons. But "persons"
are fictions. The alternative proposal by deconstruction, however, that writing is "free play,"
invites centering once again, since the figure of play personifies language. The deconstructionist critique has thus yet to acknowledge sufficiently that language, and its products such
as thought and the self, are social artifacts constituted by "interpretive communities."
7. Some writing in business, government, and the professions may of course be like the
writing students do in school for teachers, that is, for the sake of practice and evaluation. Certainly some writing in everyday working life is done purely as performance to please superiors
in the corporate or department hierarchy, tell them what they already know, and demonstrate
to them the writer's proficiency as a writer. It may be true, therefore, that learning to write to a
person who is not a member of one's own status and knowledge community, that is, to a
teacher, has some practical everyday value. But the value of writing of this type is hardly proportionate to the amount of time students normally spend on it.
8. A textbook that acknowledges the normal discourse of academic disciplines and offers ways of learning it in a context of collaborative learning is Elaine Maimon, et al., Writing
in the Arts and Sciences (Boston: Little Brown, 1981).
9. "Examsmanship and the Liberal Arts," in Examining in Harvard College: A Collection of Essays by Members of the Harvard Riculty (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University
Press, 1963). Quoted from Kenneth A. Bruffee, A Short Course in Writing (Boston: Little,
Brown, 1980), p. 221.
10. For examples and an explanation of this technique, see my A Short Course in Writing, cited above, and "CLTV: Collaborative Learning Television," Educational Communication and Technology Journal, 30 (1982), 26-40. Also see Clark Bouton and Russell Y. Garth,
eds., Learning in Croups (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1983).
11. I discuss the individualistic bias of our current interpretation of the humanistic tradi-

tion in "The Structure of Knowledge and the Future of Liberal Education," Liberal Education, 67 (1981), 181-185.
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12. I trace briefly the history of the growing indeterminacy of knowledge and its relevance to the humanities in "The Structure of Knowledge," cited above.
13. Christopher Norris defines deconstruction somewhat simplistically but usefully for
most purposes as "rhetorical questioning" (Deconstruction: Theory and Practice [London:
Methuen, 1982], p. 21).
14. 1 suggest some possible curricular implications of the concept of knowledge as so-

cially justified belief in "Liberal Education and the Social Justification of Belief," cited
above. See also Clifford Geertz, Local Knowledge (New York: Basic Books, 1983), pp. 14-15,
161; Richard M. Rorty, "Hermeneutics, General Studies, and Teaching," Synergos: Selected
Papers from the Synergos Seminars, George Mason University, 2 (Fall 1982), 1-15; and my
"Learning to Live in a World out of Joint: Thomas Kuhn's Message to Humanists Revisited,"
Liberal Education, 70 (1984), 77-81.
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Reality, Consensus, and l''eform

in the !hetoric of
Composition _eaching
GREG MYERS

I would like to raise some political questions about two methods of teaching
I use in my writing classes: having small groups of students collaborate on

and critique each others' writing, and having case assignments based on
some actual writing situation, whether a technical proposal or an anthropology exam. My thinking about these methods is based largely on the detailed
and practical suggestions of Peter Elbow and Kenneth Bruffee, and on discussion of their works with other teachers. My means of raising questions
will be to compare the writings of Elbow and Bruffee to the work of an earlier writer, Sterling Andrus Leonard (1888-1931), whose Dewey-inspired
English education textbook, English Composition as a Social Problem, suggested these two teaching methods, which I had considered new, back in
1917. I revive this now-forgotten writer and make these comparisons for two
reasons: 1) the distance in time makes it easier for us to see his social context

than it is to see the context of Elbow or Bruffee, and 2) the recurrence of
these ideas as new ideas suggests that those of us who want to change the
way writing is taught tend to overlook the efforts and the lessons of earlier reformers. As Lawrence Cremin says in his history of the progressive move-

ment in education, of which Leonard was a part, "Reform movements are
notoriously ahistorical in outlook" (8). Until recently, this ahistoricism has
Reprinted from College English 48.2 (February 1986): 154-71. Used with permission.
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been characteristic of composition theory, with its reformist attacks on a
monolithic tradition. I
Leonard's writings are interesting in themselves, even considered apart
from their historical importance, and deserve to be rescued from the storage
rooms of teachers' college libraries. Besides the comments on collaborative
learning and "real" writing that I will be considering, lie made a number of
other criticisms and suggestions between 1914 and 1930 that could be taken
from this year's issues of College Composition and Communication or College English:

On the composing process: "The ideal of the finished product is absolutely vicious, except as it functions to determine the remote goal."
(English Composition 190)
On the development of writing abilities: "Indeed, growth in the art of
writing or speaking may be defined simply as a process of becoming increasingly reader-minded." (English Composition 14)
On freewriting: "Some may really do best to write first in mad and scrabble haste, for themselves only, and thus clear their thoughts before they
attempt to talk or write for anyone else." (English Composition 111)
On the modes: "Useful as this [classification of the forms of discourse]
doubtless is for sorting completed pieces of writing, it does not view the
process of writing from the side of the thoughts or ideas the writer has to
express and particularly of his purpose in expressing those." ( "As to the
Forms of Discourse" 202)

He also makes suggestions on invention, on sentence combining, on Piaget's theories, and on the need to avoid petty criticisms of errors and unrealistic, "schoolmastering" standards of usage.2 But what most interests me is
his answer to what he calls "the central problem" of his English education
work:

How, stirred by. . interesting problems requiring. expressing, can the
school class be knit into a social group organized for mutual help, and
.

aided to move steadily forward in the arduous way of attaining effective expression? (35).

His emphases on the class as a social group, and on the real basis of writing
in "interesting problems" of the students' communities inside and outside
the school, anticipate the current interest in what Patricia Bizzell calls "social processes whereby language learning and thinking capacities are shaped
416
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and used in particular communities" (215). I will try to show that he also anticipates some of the political dilemmas of present-day reformers.

SOME TERMS: IDEOLOGY,
CONSENSUS, AND REALITY
I will be criticizing two sorts of rhetorical appeals that Leonard, and later

Elbow and Bruffee, use in arguing for the teaching of writing through
groups: an appeal to the authority of consensus, and an appeal to the authority of reality. It may seem perverse to object to appeals that are so common
in our field and that are apparently progressive: surely we all see the need to
come to reasoned agreement within a community, and to relate our teaching to the real world. To. explain why I find these appeals problematic, I
need to draw on an indispensible piece of Marxist jargon, the concept of ideology. I am not using the word the way it is commonly used to criticize any
systematic political belief, as, say, an unsympathetic reader of this article
might say my views were distorted by Left wing ideology. I am using it in the
sense established by Marx, and modified by twentieth.century Marxists, to
describe the whole system of thought and belief that goes with a social and
economic system, the thoughts that structure our thinking so deeply that we
take them for granted, as the nature of the real world. The concept has been
much discussed by Marxists because it helps explain the apparent stability of
the capitalist system, despite all its contradictions. It helps explain why people who are oppressed seem to go along with their oppression; the ideology
of the oppressive system gives them the structures through which they make
sense of their world.3
The concept of ideology has been of particular interest to Marxist sociologists of education, who see the school as, at least in part, an institution that
adapts ideology to changing economic and social conditions, and produces
a new version of ideology for each generation. Schools not only teach academic knowledge; they teach work according to schedule, acceptance of authority, and competition among individuals and between groups. They also

help provide a justification for the hierarchies of society, so that, for instance, people accept that manual labor should pay less than mental labor.
This process of adapting and carrying on the assumptions of our society is
called reproducing ideology, by analogy with Marx's description of the reproduction of capital. Recently, radical teachers have asked if school can also
be a place where people can resist the reproduction of ideology; they have
put less emphasis on the all-embracing power of ideology as a structure, and

have focused on the ways students and teachers can break this unthinking
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acceptance of ideas that support the way things are.4 Of course, many teachers who are not Marxists agree that the vast differences in our society between rich and poor, black and white, men and women, are had, and many
teachers agree that critical thinking is a good thing. Where Marxist teachers
differ from other critics of these injustices is in arguing that the social and
economic system that perpetuates the injustices builds a protective structure
of ideology that prevents us from thinking critically about it. Thus, what we
might think is free and progressive thought may be another way of perpetuating a system we want to change.

I will argue that ideas of consensus and reality, as they are used by
Leonard, though they seem so progressive, are part of the structure of ideology. The construction of a sense of general agreement is as important to the
rhetoric of composition teaching as it is to the rhetoric of national politics;
look, for instance, at all the articles in this journal asserting a new paradigm
in the profession. But if conflict is part of the system, and is necessary to
change the system, then consensus, within the system as it is, must mean
that some interests have been suppressed or excluded. Similarly, it is common in our profession to show oneself as escaping tired academic forms to
enter the real world..But if what we take as reality is always a social construction, then to accept the reality we see now is to accept the structure of illusion our system gives us. Worse, it is to see reality as something natural,
outside our control, rather than to see it as something we make in our actions in society.
Since many readers who see the same economic, racial, and sexist injustices I do may not share my conviction that the problems are fundamental
and systematic, it may help to use a familiar example from a society all read-

ers will believe is fundamentally and systematically unjust. Huckleberry
Finn's thinking is structured by the ideology of a slave-holding society.
Though Huck himself does not own any slaves or benefit from this society
(recall that he has invested some capital that he found), he hates abolitionists, and he can only think about blacks and whites in the terms he has
learned. (Every reader must recall the exchange he has when he tells Aunt
Sally the steamboat had blown a cylinder head: "Good gracious! Anybody
hurt? No'm. Killed a nigger. Well, it's lucky; because sometimes people
do get hurt.") But for reasons Huck doesn't entirely understand, and which
he would not consider as being in any way political, he is capable of some remarkable acts of resistance to this system: for instance, he makes up elabo-

rate lies on the spur of the moment to keep slave hunters away. There is
some chance for change as long as he and others are capable of such resistance. But still he consciously believes in the institution of slavery enough so
that he thinks worse of Tom Sawyer, a good boy, for apparently helping free
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Jim. Huck himself is an agreeable sort who prefers to avoid trouble. Whenever he tries to approach the consensus view, to do what he believes is right,
he thinks of returning his friend Jim to slavery. Towards the end of the book,
he believes he is finally facing reality when he admits to himself that in helping Jim escape, he is guilty of stealing property from Jim's owner. Now I am
not saying that the social system of present clay New York or Texas or Lancashire, where I have been teaching, is like that of ante-bellum Missouri
where Huck grows up; what I am saying is that our social system constructs
our view of the world as slavery does Huck's, and that the appeals to consensus and to reality may support that ideological view, as they did for Huck.

STERLING LEONARD AND CONSENSUS
I have commented on how current Sterling Leonard's ideas sound today. I
would argue that this is because the historical conditions of high school
English education in his period, 1900-1930, have some similarities to those
in college, and particularly community college, English education in our
own time. The high schools then were adapting to a massive influx of immigrants, and to the enrollment of working class students who had previously left school early, if they had attended at all.5 In a similar way, writing
programs like those at the City University of New York have faced the institutional challenge of coping with a group of students who would not previously have attended a university. In both periods, the new students changed
the institutions, as well as being changed by them. In both periods, the institutions were responding to the demands of business for a large workforce
with a different kind of skills. And in both periods, the teachers of writing
were trying to establish their own professional status. A sense of historical
conditions can help us see Leonard's progressivism in a social context.
Leonard was a typical reformer of this period, and one could find ideas
similar to his in the work of John Dewey, E. L. Thorndike, George Philip
Krapp, Fred Newton Scott, C. C. Fries, and I. A. Richards.6 Leonard worked
with all these teachers, in his own schooling at Michigan and Columbia
Teachers' College or in his later work as a professor at Wisconsin and a
leader of the then new NCTE. But the most important influence on him,
and an important influence still on composition theory, was the work of
John Dewey. It was from Dewey that Leonard took his central themeand
the theme of most importance to us in trying to criticize his workthe idea
of the school as an image of society. For instance, in The School and Society
(1898), Dewey says, "The great thing to keep in mind, then, regarding the
introduction into the school of various forms of active occupation, is that
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through them the entire spirit of the school is renewed. . . It gets a chance
to become a miniature community, an embryonic society" (15). This quotation refers to both the elements I want to discuss in Leonard's work, the use
of the social group of the class, and the emphasis on "real projects," with
their reality defined by the analogy to the world outside the school.
Leonard's emphasis on the class as a social group is not just dogmatic
Deweyism; he has clearly taught and learned from classes taught this way.
In English Composition as a Social Problem, for example, he anticipates current ideas in using group work as the basis for "prevision of ideas" (invention), for revision suggestions, and for setting standards of usage. He has
practical suggestions to make on teachers' direction of class experimentation
(22), on responding (or not responding) to spoken errors (42), on introducing the class to criticism of students' writing (47), on letting the class make
up terminology (77),. on withholding one's criticisms (97), and on restraining students' carping criticisms of each other: "We must encourage prompt
condemnation of guerilla pettifogging whenever we discover signs of it"
(164). These passages remind the reader today of the practical advice in
Bruffee's A Short Course in Writing or Elbow's Writing Without Teachers.
But there are passages in which Leonard describes the authority of the
classroom group that should make us aware of the dangers of a consensusbased method. Leonard sees his method as furthering the sort of democracy in
education promised by Dewey, a democracy he does not see in the traditional
classroom. "Our present classrooms are designed chiefly for securing a maximum of order and dispatch. Parliamentary practice is demanded in the custom of addressing the teacher always, and is parodied in the raising of right
hands for recognition" (40). Leonard's students have much more to do with
each other than this; they are "an interested group of cooperative workers"
(65). The danger is that the teacher has merely embodied his or her authority
in the more effective guise of class consensus. This guided consensus has a
power over individual students that a teacher can not have alone. "What the
class may be able, with the help and suggestion of their leader, truly to realize
as quite undesirablecheap or smart or the likemay be quietly branded by
the common judgment as unacceptable, and really eliminated" (130). Any
.

teacher who uses group discussions or projects has seen that they can, on occa-.
sion, be fierce enforcers of conformity. And Leonard welcomes this enforce-

ment with less worry than we might have. "The erring will be helped
sufficiently by a sensation of lowered class temperature, so sharp that even the

least sensitive cannot escape it" (149). Leonard does not himself use, but
refers to, another teacher's "device . of having all children look for such violations [of rules of usage] by any member of the group anywhere and report
.

.

complete statements and names, and then of deputing committees to write
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out all such reports on the blackboard each week" (150). Such elaborate machinery might occur to a teacher only during a period of war-time red-baiting
hysteria (this was written in 1917), but the tendency to unthinking conformity
is always there when consensus is used to set and enforce standards.

The emphasis on the authority of the group that we see in Leonard's
textbook is apparent also in his most influential research, his usage studies
that attempt to show the differences between formal textbook prescriptions
and the language actually used in social transactions. For him the choice is
not between correct and incorrect forms, but between the real world of actual usage and the unreal world of school English: "The question appears to
turn on whether we wish in these grade and high school years to cultivate
excellent homely expressions to fit the daily, informal occasions that we all
have to meet most often, or rather a .bookish and formal type exclusively"
(132). Here he attacks something like what Ken Macrorie calls "Engfish."
Leonard does believe that there are some arbitrary rules that must be taught
as arbitrary rules. But he believes these rules are very few; thus he is interested in the definition of what the NCTE then called "Minimum Essentials," making a short list of items to be taught by all teachers and consigning
the rest of the handbook items to oblivion.
Leonard's authority for the selection of these "essential" items would be

actual usage; he has nothing but scorn for the John Simons and Edwin
Newmans of his day who would try to impose puristic usage by fiat. "It is
easy," he wrote in an early article, "to compile and propagate handbooks of
baseless prescriptions; and people will buy them, just as they will buy manu-

als of etiquette, simply because these announce so many things which
`aren't done' that everyone is convicted of a sin and hastens to remedy the
evil. But neither language nor other phases of good manners are settled by
these means" ("What About Correct English?" 255). In his Columbia dissertation, The Doctrine of Correctness in English Usage, 1700-1800, he traces
the origins of many of the handbook rules, and shows they have no basis in
the actual usage of any period. This study led to Current English Usage, a
massive survey to show how little "cultivated usage" supports the handbooks
on most disputed items.? His views, progressive for the time, had a strong in-

fluence on the NCTE's position on usage. But we should note that
Leonard's constant appeal to consensus usage assumes the inherent superiority of certain language groups. When he compares grammar books to eti-

quette books, he assumes, correctly I think, that issues of grammar are
debated with such heat because they conceal issues of class, and especially
the uneasiness of the middle class about its status. But there is little sense in
his usage studies that there might not be just one answer for each item, that
different classes or regions or races might have different usages, and that
421
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conflicts between these usages reflect other social conflicts. Instead, he carefully chooses certain kinds of respondents, and carefully figures the percentages of respondents approving of each item, and takes the majority vote as

the right answer. His authority, he says, is "what various judges have observed about actual use or non-use by cultivated persons" ("Current Definition of Levels in English Usage" 345). But note it is cultivated persons who
are to be considered, and experts who are to he the judges. The notion of
consensus in usage, while it seems democratic, ignores the conflicts that
characterize language change, and leaves the authority of certain types of
language unquestioned.
It may seem odd to insist that large social conflicts are behind the use of
groups to critique students' papers or the decision on when to use the subjunctive. But Leonard's exercises in democracy can be seen as part of a
larger effort to create consensus by eliminating or at least concealing diversity and conflict. This diversity is so well concealed that anyone reading
Leonard's articles now, or reading any sampling of articles from the NCTE's
English Journal of his period, could remain unaware that teachers in many
cities would be teaching classes in which most students were foreign bom.8
The only indication of potential conflict would be the way that progressive
and traditional educators alike made every class into a civics lesson. If one
believes that the society of that time was basically just, and that the treatment of the immigrants and workers, and their children, was just, then the
attempt to integrate these newcomers into a consensus view, into the melting pot, was a generous project. But if one reads the history of that period as
a history of challenges to a system that promoted great extremes of poverty
and wealth, and terrible conditions of living and work, challenges by labor
unions, immigrant communities, and new black urban communities, then
the attempt by educators to deny the existence of these challenges can be
seen as part.of a repressive response by the government and corporations.
Leonard's Deweyan individualism, though it still sounds progressive to us,
strips the student of any identification with class, religion, family, or origins.
And these identifications, as we are now coming to see in the controversies

over bi-cultural education, can be the beginnings of political action.
Deweyan education reassembles these students as units in a classroom
group, in which they are conscious only of the demands of a monolithic "society" as enforced by the school and by other students.

Leonard and Reality
It may seem paradoxical, or even perverse, for a radical who keeps referring
to the social and economic basis of education to criticize the emphasis on re-
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ality in the work of Leonard and other progressive educators. Aren't they trying to do, in a practical way, just what I insist on doing in theory? The difference in our views is in how we define reality. For Leonard, what is real is
given; we gain knowledge of it through our senses, if we are not deceived by
non-empirical assumptions, and we adapt to it as best we can. For a Marxist,
reality is not a monolithic thing out there, but a process in society, an ongoing conflict between various groups, which in turn structures that society.

People have no simple unmediated perception of reality; the facts we are
likely to take as reality are most likely parts of another ideological structure.
Think, for example, of the very limited sense "the real world" has had in re-

cent discussion of writing courses it becomes synonymous with the demands of employers as shown in surveys. By treating the "real world" as the

bedrock of our teaching, we perpetuate the idea that reality is something
outside us and beyond our efforts to change it.
We have seen that Leonard's rhetorical strategy in his attacks on what he
calls "Old Purist Junk" about usage is to compare the formalism of textbooks
with the way people use language in the "real world." He makes a similar appeal in replacing the teaching of the modes of discourse with a developmen-

tal classification based on the stages a child is supposed to go through in
learning the presentation and interpretation of facts. In the earliest assignments a student receives, the student simply reports observations: "All these
matters are to be presented as objectively as possible; they are to set forth all
the writer's senses have apprehended" ("As to the Forms of Discourse" 202).
The purpose of this exercise is to root out merely conventional beliefs, by
making the students stick to the facts: "Nothing is of more doubtful value, as
an exercise in composition or anything else, than the restatement of fact or
interpretation the writer has absorbed but not lived or thought through himself" ("As to the Forms of Discourse" 204). Now I have been attacking just
this handing on of uncriticized assumptions. But I disagree with Leonard's
belief that the facts lie outside these assumptions. If what we think of as facts
are determined by our ideological framework, the facts cannot themselves
get us beyond that framework. 9 Leonard's textbook says, as do many textbooks today, "The whole art of helping children in writing or speaking, as
this study urges it, is based on the idea of showing them how to search out
and give not general but specific details" (English Composition 105). I too
am always asking students for more details. But I am interested in what such
details reveal about our assumptions, not in getting beyond assumptions to
some external reality.
To take an example, Leonard asks his students to describe a place, and

to cut out any statements unsupported by facts. That may lead to a more
readable and more academic sounding paper, but it will not tell us what the
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place is really like. When, for instance, the various students in a basic writing course at Queens College write comparisons of the places they live to
the places their parents lived as children, what these pla6es are "really like"
is determined by conventional frameworks of progress or nostalgia. What
the place is really like might be better understood by comparing all those
unsupported generalizations that various people would bring to such a de-

scription, comparing, say, the Lower East Side described as oppressive
ghetto with the Lower East Side described as warm community, Forest Hills
described as success and security with Forest Hills described as silent streets
and alienating apartment blocks. No careful attention to the description of
stoops or wide lawns will reconcile these descriptions in one objective reality. Both express deeper tensions that go beyond the rhetorical problems set
by the assignment.
There is at times an alarming sound to Leonard's enthusiasm for the real
world, as there is to his enthusiasm for consensus, that should make us examine our own enthusiasms today. His demand that development in school
lead to the world of work and community responsibility, while it frees the
school from the empty formalism of lectures, drills, and theme topics, ironically makes it more subservient to ideology. The real world is indistinguishable from the world defined by business publicists: "Meat packers, electric
companies, millers, dog breeders, and others have free advertising matter
and exhibits which are of the greatest value. Whatever your children want to
know is likely to be covered by government or advertising material" ("Composition. and Grammar in the Junior High School" 410). Despite the appar-

ent naiveté of this view, Leonard is not by any means a promoter of a
narrowly vocational education. Dewey had described the relation between
business and education in broad terms.
Though there should be an organic connection between the school and
business life, it is not meant that the school is to prepare the student for any

particular business, but that there should be a natural connection of the
everyday life of a child with the business environment around him, and
that it is the affair of the school to clarify and liberalize this connection, to
bring it to consciousness, not by introducing special studies, like commercial geography and arithmetic, but by keeping alive the ordinary bonds of
relation. (68)

It is not the connection of business that is in itself disturbing, but the sense

of the naturalness and inevitability of this connection as the one way of
reaching out to the world outside the school. For Leonard, as for Dewey, to
criticize the subordination of education to the needs of business and government is to fail to face reality.
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Teachers today are likely to be more skeptical about the uses of advertising. But we still assume the value of making the classroom represent "real-

ity," and we still define this reality in very limited terms which we take
uncritically from our economic system. For instance, many of the research
studies that seek to define a body of good writing compare the writing of students to that of published writers. Now this makes for some valuable com-

parisons, but we should note how we just assume, lacking an agreed
standard of writing quality, that good 'writing is writing that can he sold for
money. Some editors of composition readers argue, using rhetoric very similar to Leonard's, that this sort of contemporary professional writing is more
real than, say, readings taken from the canon of English and American literature. Or other editors of readers argue that the writing of students who have
won a national essay contest is more real than the writing of professional
magazine writers. All these assertions, whatever the pedagogical value of the
materials they propose, beg the question of just how we come to define a
real world, and accept that world as something given.

LEONARD AND REFORM
Anyone who has sat through a dull writing class (or has oneself taught a dull
class with growing frustration) would recognize Leonard's descriptions of

traditional methods of teaching English. He attacks these classes using a
rhetoric similar to that of composition reformers today, who present themselves as fighting for more realistic views against the tradition that prevailed
before the mid-1960s.1° Much as I sympathize with the critique given by
both periods of reform, I have questions about the way these reformers define themselves against the dubious practices of traditional teachers, who are
often at a lower level of the hierarchy of educational prestige. The attack on
tradition shifts our focus from the conflicting goals of the school in society to
the simpler issue of the competence of individual teachers and the practicality of specific methods.

These questions may be raised most clearly by considering one of
Leonard's articles from 1923. "How English Teachers Correct Papers" reports a study in which various groups of student-teachers and teachers were
given a list of sentences from both students and famous authors and asked to
mark any errors they would require a student to correct (517). Leonard's
whole study is something of a trap for the unsuspecting teachers, practically
all of whom "fatigued themselves to a point close to insensibility by meticulous correction of a great number of idioms in sentences by De Quincey,
Lamb, Pater, Symonds, and authors of similar standing" (517), so that they
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were too tired to see what Leonard considered actual errors. To complete his
attack, Leonard lists "constructive comments" the teachers gave on whole

papers they were asked to mark, including "corrections" that made the
correct incorrect, "puristic or wholly captious excisions, restatements,
arrangements, and additions," and foolish or irrelevant criticisms. Leonard's
suggestion that "the wisest teacher proceeds always by way of queries and
suggestion, not by dogmatic rules and requirements," is a good one, and has

been reiterated recently in articles in the composition journals reporting
studies similar to Leonard's." But Leonard's article, like some recent critiques, presents a polemic against dogmatism without either an understand-

ing of its origins, or a model for a new method based on queries and
suggestion.
The study shows how much Leonard needs bad teachers to make his ar-

gument. I would not deny that there was, and is, a plentiful supply of such
teachers to provide examples of arbitrary traditionalism. But I am uneasy
with the way the university expert makes them the enemy. He shows how
their habits fly in the face of the "reality" revealed by current research, and
he judges their judgment against an absolute level of cultivation represented
by the writing of "De Quincey, Lamb, Pater, Symonds, and authors of similar standing." I would argue that this kind of top-down reform leads
nowhere, because it just reinforces the hierarchy of the teaching profession,
reminding teachers that the expertise is somewhere else. Thus in each generation it is the reformers who chair committees, write articles, and edit the
journals; by these standards it is the reformers who are the establishment,
and the opponents they label traditionalists are the outsiders. And in the
1980s we use the same sort of rhetoric, on the same sort of issues, to the
same sort of teachers, to distinguish ourselves from tradition, that the members of that "tradition" used against a previous generation. What is needed to
break this circle is more understanding of the conditions under which people teach, and the ideological frameworks within which they think. We
should be opposing, not traditional teachers, but a system in which such repressive teaching is, in fact, perfectly appropriate.

I am annoyed with Leonard's rhetoric as a reformer because he assumes authority over other teachers and over students while denying he has
it. He assumes authority as trained expert, university professor, empirical
researcher, voice of the downtrodden students, bringing enlightenment to
normal-school-trained teachers. But he denies his personal authority by saying the students are controlling the classroom, and his curriculum just follows the real world, and his reforms are based on the latest research. If we
see that schools can he both places of liberation and places of oppression,
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then we have to ask how we are using what limited power over people's
lives we do have.

CONSENSUS AND REALITY
IN ELBOW AND BRUFFEE
If Leonard were just a forgotten hero of composition theory, like Alexander
Bain or Fred Newton Scott, to revive him and then criticize him would be
unnecessary and rather unfair. But the example of Leonard can help us criticize the presentation of consensus, reality, and reform in two theorists who

carry on the tradition of progressive education, Peter Elbow and Ken
Bruffee.
Elbow's Writing Without Teachers first introduced many of us to the use-

fulness of groups in the teaching of writing, and gave us some insights into
their dynamics. But his more recent book, Writing With Power, shifts the
emphasis away from the social context, returning to some essential internal
power as a way of control of self and others. For Elbow, language may get
work done in the social world, and the individual learner may use that social
world as a tool to help him or her learn writing, but the system of language is
produced by individuals, not by society. It is true that he seems to emphasize
the social context of writing and the uses of consensus in his chapters on
"Audience" and "Feedback." And he emphasizes the need to make the classroom reflect the world, using terms very much like those of Leonard: "any
`back to basics' movement in the teaching of writing needs to start by ensuring each child the most basic thing of all: a real audience for his written
wordsan audience that really listens and takes the interchange seriously"
(184). This might seem to be a difficult need to satisfy in the composition
class, but even in the artificial world of the classroom, "there is always a useful real audience available to whom writing can easily be delivered: other
members of the class" (230).
For Elbow, as for Leonard, power over real audiences comes from an
immediate connection with reality gained through a breaking down of stifling conventions. Writing with power requires authenticity of expression
("voice") and unmediated realism of perception in which the writer and
reader must "see" the object written about (316). The problem with this call
for direct experience of reality is that, as with Leonard, one must ask to
which reality is one admitted. Elbow, unlike Leonard, acknowledges the existence of fundamentally different views of the world. But he still sees these
views as free and individual, not acknowledging the way they are structured
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by ideology. So in his book, reality is divided between a cold, clear outside
and a warm, messy inside. Writing consists of the negotiation between these
two sides of the individual. In Elbow's model, the audience is essential to
help in revision, but the best words come from deep down inside, from one's
voice. Problems are solved in this model by changing the inside; change in
the outside, that is, power over others, follows from this success in dealing

with oneself. No wonder Elbow ends with a chapter on "Writing and
Magic"; magic is the only possible source for such ineffable energies. This
relentlessly internal approach to writing is both the book's strength and its
weakness. Writing With Power consists almost entirely of vivid, often visceral, usually organic metaphors for creation.I2 These metaphors may help
us see our processes of writing in new ways, but they also prevent any analy-

sis of the social conditions of our writing. There is no real place in this
model for a discourse group that gives one the structures of words one takes
for granted.
Elbow has been a powerful writer for reform. Does his insistence that
personal authenticity is the source of power apply to his own writing? He
refers often to his own internal struggles in writing the book. I would argue,
though, that its rhetorical power comes not from these struggles, but from its
place in a group of texts. It gives a new metaphorical guise to familiar progressive education concepts, and makes an appeal to individualism that is a
commonplace of American rhetoric. It has some affinities with a long line of
straight-talking guides to self-improvement. Take, for example, the tone of
hip moralism that combines with the traditional moralism of delayed reward
in this passage: "If you slip into free-writing for the sake of producing good
pieces of writing, then you put a kind of short-run utilitarian pressure on the

process, and hinder yourself from getting all the other benefits" (Writing
With Power 17). Now there is nothing wrong with using the jargon of selfimprovement, any more than there is with using Marxist jargon as I do. My
point is that both Elbow and I write within discourses developed in social
processes, and that his account ignores these processes.
The work of Kenneth Bruffee can help us critique the appeal to reality
that Leonard and Elbow make, especially in the recent essays in which Bruffee attempts to establish the theoretical grounds of collaborative learning.
But his appeal to consensus is similar to theirs, and I think a lack of analysis
of this consensus is the weak point of his theory. We might not see, at first,
how different he is from Leonard and Elbow; he says in his textbook A Short
Course in Writing that he starts with a search for a method of writing that
will he real. "Peer criticism," he says, "is the most real writing students will
ever do as students," because the writer has an immediate and actual audience and purpose (115). Similarly, an exercise on reminiscence tells the stu-
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dent, "Just begin at the beginning and tell the whole truth" (3). Where Bruffee differs from Leonard and Elbow begins to be apparent in the next exer-

cise, when he asks the student to retell a "family story" that has become
formalized with retelling over time. This exercise suggests, as the personal
reminiscence assignment in most textbooks cannot, the degree to which language is given by the social group, in this case the family. The student must.
try to translate the private language of the family into the language of the
classroom, noticing the difference.

For Bruffee, "writing is a communal activity," not just an essence of
meaning given by the individual to the community. Instead of tracing Ian-,
gunge to an original voice inside, Bruffee asks questions to make the reader
"see an essay as a 'thing' someone has made, like a table or a chairsomething artificially designed, shaped, and put together to serve a purpose"
(122). He says his system of peer criticism will enable students to "gain a
stronger sense of the degree to which knowledge, like writing itself, is a social phenomenon, and the degree to which the social context in which we
learn permeates what we know and how we know it" (116). In his view of
knowledge, the group is there from the beginning, defining the terms of
thought, and does not simply come in at the end, as an audience.
But while Bruffee shows that reality can be seen as a social construct, he
does not give us any way to criticize this construct. Having discovered the
role of consensus in the production of knowledge, he takes this consensus as
something that just is, rather than a something that might be good or bad.
For instance, in his recent essays, he argues for collaborative learning because it is the norm in business, industry, and the professions. This is true
enough, but I question whether analogy to these institutions is, in itself, an
argument for a teaching method. We need to look at the Consensus within
these institutions as the result of conflicts, not as a monolith. To decide
whether the groups in our classes are introducing students to new communities of discourse, or are confining them in ideological structures, we need a
clearer definition than he gives of what these interpretive communities are,
and a sense of the historical processes shaping them.
Bruffee defines discourse communities in terms of certain kinds of academic or non-academic knowledge. For instance, he says, "Every student is
already a member of several knowledge communities, from canoeing to
computers, baseball to ballet" ("Collaborative Learning" 644). Bruffee suggests in another article that social differences are incidental to the process
of education and should drop aWay if the students share an educational
goal. "Outside the learning group . people may have widely different positions in the management hierarchy of a union or corporation, in the professional or student hierarchy of an educational institution, or in a system
.

.

429

430

Cross-Talk in Comp Theory

of economic or social class. But as collaborative learners all these people
are peers. With regard to a course in ethnography or elementary Chinese,
the vice-president of a corporation, the janitor, the English professor, the
freshman, the society matron, and the shoe salesman must leave their social
differences behind" ("CLTV" 38).13
This is an attractive and idealistic vision, but it assumes that knowledge
is outside the realm of these people's social differences. Look over the list
and ask who is most likely to be in a course on ethnography or elementary
Chinese? Who, on the other hand, is likely to be in a course on English as a
-second language or on basic office skills? Who is likely to be in a basic writ-

ing course at the City University? To ask such questions is to realize that
knowledge is not uniformly distributed in our society, and that it is not all of
a piece. If we turn a blind eye to social factors we are likely merely to perpetuate the provision of different kinds of knowledge for the rich and the poor.

Bruffee sometimes includes non-academic knowledge in examples of

discourse communities. For instance, he talks in one article about the
contribution to the writing group of knowledge gained in office work, or in
organizing a household. But what if one considers the knowledge of communities whose interests might be opposed, say the knowledge of social
workers and the knowledge of welfare clients, or the knowledge of an accountant and the knowledge of employees in a factory to be closed? Such
bodies of knowledge cannot be resolved into a consensus without one side
losing something.
How are discourse communities made? Bruffee sees how society furthers thought or hinders it, but he does not see social and economic factors
as providing his structures. For him, these factors are unfortunate limitations

to our thought and conversation that must be eliminated as much as
poSsible.
Limitations that may be imposed for example, by ethnocentrism, inexperience, personal anxiety, economic interests, and paradigmatic inflexibility
can constrain my thinking just as they can constrain conversation. If my
talk is narrow, superficial, biased, and confined to clichés, my thinking is
likely to be so too. ("Collaborative Learning" 639)

I would see such limitations as giving the structure to our thought. Ethnocentrism and economic interests are not just unfortunate habits, they are
whole systems of ideas that people take for granted and use to make sense of
the world. One cannot escape from one's economic interests and ethnic
background, but one can try to understand how they shape one's thinking
and social actions.

430

43.E

Reality, Consensus, and Reform in the Rhetoric of Composition Teaching

The model Bruffee gives for change in knowledge, adapted from
Thomas Kuhn and Richard Rorty, leads us away from such analysis. It attributes the growth of knowledge and change of paradigms to factors internal to
the discipline, such as the multiplication of anomalies and the shift of paradigms. The only conflict is between normal science and extraordinary sci-

ence, or normal discourse and abnormal discourse. An alternative model
would be in the work of historians and sociologists of science who see
change in terms of social and economic factors.14 For instance, Bruffee
might call his own composition theory a new paradigm, resulting from the
new models of Kuhn and Rorty. I might call it an attempt to rationalize theoretically the methods he earlier developed, and I would trace these methods to the institutional need, which he describes in his article, to deal with
new kinds of university students. Similarly, I might trace my interest in these
questions to my teaching of basic writing at Queens College. Ultimately, I
would trace both his thinking and mine to the challenges of Open Admissions at CUNY. And Open Admissions was not the result of a paradigm shift

in the philosophy of education; it emerged from the political conflicts of
New York City in the 1960s.
Bruffee's recent essay points out that "The view that knowledge is a social artifact
requires a reexamination of our premises as students of Eng.

.

.

lish and as teachers" ("Collaborative Learning" 650). His suggestions for
reform are excellent: he would "demystify" the humanities and the relation
of teacher to student by putting them in a social context. But I think he underestimates the difficulty of the reforms he proposes, because he sees the
resistance to them as a matter of habit, not of ideology. In A Short Course, he
describes the problem he is addressing in terms of what he sees as "a conflict

between two forces: the docility and dependence created in young people

by American schooling and the increasing demand of modern life that
human beings he autonomous, flexible, and self-possessed" (vii). But these
two forces are not in conflict if we see the interests of employers, rather than
"modern life" as the force that makes demands here. Students can he both
docile and convinced of their autonomy, freedom of choice, and control of
their lives. A school that reproduced this ideological construct would be a
successful school.
In his recent article, Bruffee sees some of these dangers clearly enough.
He points out the "provincial" nature of what he and Rorty call normal discourse. He also seems to recognize the kinds of possible dangers in the use of
collaborative learning that I pointed out in some of Leonard's examples. He
refers to the need to avoid "the many possible negative effects of peer group
influence: conformity, anti-intellectualism, intimidation, and leveling-down
of quality." He would do this by making "collaboration . . a genuine part of
.
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students' educational development" (652). I would do it by emphasizing
conflict as well as collaboration. Lthink lie is referring to the same sense of a
divided role I have described when he says "we must perform as conservators
and agents of change, as custodians of prevailing community values and as
agents of social transition and reacculturation" (650).

LESSONS FOR REFORMERS
I find I have no suggestions for assignments that are as innovative as those of
the authors I am criticizing. But that is partly because what I have to suggest
is not a method but a stance toward one's teaching. This stance requires a
sort of doubleness: an awareness that one's course is part of an ideological
structure that keeps people from thinking about their situation, but also a
belief that one can resist this structure and help students to criticize it.
The sense of conflict in these three writers is clear enough when they
describe their work as teachers. In each case they have a problem with existing institutions; in each case they offer an escape that I don't think works.
,Leonard, for instance, offers professionalism as an escape from the sense of
pointlessness many teachers have: "It becomes clear how different a subject
it is coming to be from the sodden, idealless drudgery of themes swoopingly
red-inked and at the nearest possible moment thrown into the wastebasket"
(193). Escape for him is through attention to the new research in composition in the 1920s ("Research on the Teaching of English"). But research will
not change the basic antagonism of student and teacher he describes here.
Elbow, in his advice to students about writing in school, presents powerfully the role and limitations of the teacher:
Teachers are good for giving criticism because they read papers in piles of
25 or 50. Take that criticism and use it. They are good at making you write
when you don't feel like it, simply because they have authority. Instead of
resenting this, try appreciating it and internalizing from it what may be the
most important skill of all: the ability to write when you are in the wrong
mood. They are not good at telling you what your writing feels like to a real
human being, at taking your words seriously as messages directed to them,
at praising you, or perhaps even at noticing you. Get these things elsewhere. (Writing With Power 234)

This is excellent advice, but Elbow's solution, that of using the tension between teacher and student, is based on his assumption that there is a world
elsewhere of "real human beings." There is, of course, a world outside of
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school, and he is right to remind us of these other readers and writers. But
the kinds of authority embodied in the school are present in the rest of the
culture as well. The writer of an engineering proposal, a magazine article, or
even a poem, is constrained by structures as powerful as those determining
the freshman composition theme. The classroom alienation he takes for
granted, in which the teacher processes batches of student raw material, is
characteristic, not only of school, but of other institutions in our society.
Bruffee traces his own interest in collaborative learning to a similar realization of how alienating his work had become:
When I began teaching composition, I was still in graduate school. I had
large classes, and I did not really know what I was doing. Every class hour
seemed to stretch on to eternity. Grading papers took hours and was a
dreadful grind. I kept hoping my classes would get smaller and the hour
shorter. Instead, my classes got larger and the hour longer. I kept hoping I
would learn to grade papers more easily and quickly. That did not happen
either. Worst of all, I was not really sure that I was teaching anybody anything. (Short Course 184)

All three writers start by considering the drudgery of the work, the enormous
numbers of papers, and the opposition of teachers and students. They want a
change in the conditions of work, and a system that allows them to teach as
well as just evaluate. They make a good case in these passages, whether they
realize it or not, that our problems will not be solved just by new methods,
or new theories, or new knowledge. We should begin by realizing that our
interests are not the same as those of the institutions that employ us, and that

the improvement of our work will involve social changes. No amount of

merely educational reform will end the alienation described in these
passages.

But this is not to say that all attempts at change are foiled by an allpowerful system, and that real change must wait until a revolution. Paul
Willis warns other Marxist theorists against such an attitude at the end of
Learning to Labour, his fine book on ideological reproduction in a British
secondary school. He suggests the sort of double role for teachers that I have
been arguing for here.
If we have nothing to say about what to do on Monday morning then everything is yielded to a purist structuralist Marxist tautology: nothing can be

clone until the basic structures of society are changed but the structures
prevent us from making any changes. There is no contradiction in asking
practitioners to work on two levels simultaneouslyto face immediate
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problems in doing 'the best' (so far as they can see it) for their clients whilst

appreciating all the time that these very actions may help to produce the
structures within which the problems arise. (186)

What this approach means for, say, a basic writing teacher is that one
teaches the forms of academic writing, so that students who might not finish
four years of college have a better chance of finishing, without assuming that
there is anything liberating about these forms or about academic discourse.
One teaches job letters to the business communications students who need
to get jobs downtown, without teaching that a job downtown is the answer to
their problems. I have no specific new ideas for what we should do Monday
morning, but I follow with interest those of other radical teachers. In this article, I am asking, not for a new kind of assignment, but for more skepticism
about what assignments do to reproduce the structures of our society.
We should keep a similar skepticism aboUt the appeals to reality and consensus in composition theory and research. There have been a number of re-

cent articles calling for a view of writing as a social process.I5 This is a
welcome corrective to the individualism of the cognitive psychology models
of the 1970s. But we should not let our enthusiasm for this social view lead us
to accepting social construction of knowledge as something good in itself. The

kind of critique begun in College English by Richard Ohmann, Stanley
Aronowitz, and others is even more appropriate now that we are seeing writing
in a social context. I think these theories will be developed with more sophistication if we draw on critiques developed by such sociologists of education as
Apple and Giroux, and on materials provided by historians of education.'6

Leonard in the 1920s, and Elbow and Bruffee today, have made teachers aware of the need for changes in the way we teach. The work of sociolo-

gists and historians of education would help us to remain aware that the
changes we propose may finally support an existing consensus and a conception of reality that supports those now in power. Our sense that something is
wrong should lead us to criticize our own function in society, as well as our
pedagogy. Otherwise, to use a comment of Leonard's from another, entirely
different context, "It has less effect than a spoonful of water poured over a
flock of ducks" ("Composition and Grammar" 448).

NOTES
1. Some recent historical studies that discuss reform in composition include those by
James Berlin (whose book has an extensive bibliography), Michael Halloran, Robert Conners, Wallace Douglas, (whose article appears in a special issue of the English Journal devoted to the history of the profession), and Evelyn Wright.
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2. See English Composition as a Social Problem for references to invention (81),
sentence-combining (158), "schoolmastering" (183 and many other references). On Piaget,
see "Relating the Teaching of English to Reality" (45).
3. For a discussion of the term, see Raymond Williams, Keywords. For a series of reviews of various studies of ideology, see Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies, On
Ideology.

4. Several detailed historical and sociological studies along these lines are collected in
Michael Apple, ed., Cultural and Economic Reproduction in Education. Important earlier articles on ideology in education are collected in the Open University reader, Roger Dale et al.,
eds., Schooling and Capitalism: A Sociological Reader. A recent analysis of educational theories, in clear but rather abstract terms, is Henry Giroux, Theory and Resistance in Education:
A Pedagogy for the Opposition. Current critical articles on the sociology of education often
appear in the journal Curriculum inquiry.
5. See Cremin; David Hogan, "Education and Class Formation: The Peculiarities of
Americans," in Apple's collection; and Diane Ravitch's quite readable book on the case of
New York City.

6. Biographical information on Leonard is from W. E. Leonard's DAB entry. Background to the period is from the books by J. N. Hook and Arthur Applebee, and from Merle
Curti's contemporary study. Curti, like me, looks at these ideas from the left, but he considers
Dewey's influence entirely progressive. A reviewer of my article recommended the chapter
on Leonard by John Brereton in Traditions of Inquiry (New York: Oxford UP, 1985). The
whole book should be relevant to my topic here, but it was unavailable in Britain as I revised
this article.
7. Leonard's study, which he left incomplete at his death, is included in Albert Marckwardt's Facts About Current English Usage.
8. On Americanization, see Cremin; Hook; Ravitch; and English journal in the 1920s.
9. See Richard Ohmann, "Use Specific, Definite, Concrete Language."
10. For an example of the rhetoric of composition reform, see Donald Stewart, "Composition Textbooks and the Assault on Tradition," and some of the other articles collected in
Gary Tate and Edward P. J. Corbett, eds., The Writing Teacher's Sourcebook.
1 I. Leonard's study is similar to that in Nancy Sommer's recent article, "Responding to
Student Writing." Like Leonard, Sommers only gives examples of comments that are badly
clone. Dan Moshenberg pointed out to me the similarity of Leonard's study to the experiment
in poetry criticism 1. A. Richards reports in Practical Criticism.
12. Those who favor such visceral metaphors should see Lester Faigley's paper, "Peristalsis as Paradigm: From ProcessIo Product."
13. See also two other essays by Bruffee, "The Structure of Knowledge and the Future of
Liberal Education," and "Liberal Education and the Social Justification of Belief."
14. A good introduction to the sociology of scientific knowledge is another Open University reader, edited by Barry Barnes and David Edge.
15. See, for example, the very different approaches of Patricia Bizzell, of Bruffee ("Writing and Reading as Collaborative Social Acts"), and of Charles Bazerman ("Scientific Writing as a Social Act"). Bazerman, like Bruffee, has a textbook based on his approach (The
Informed Writer).

16. For example, one way of seeing how deeply ingrained and uncritical are the psychological categories we use to define basic writers is to read the historical treatment of these categories in Steven Shapin and Barry Barnes, "Head and Hand: Rhetorical Resources in British
Pedagogical Writing 1770-1850."
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Consensus and ifference
in Collaborative Learning
JOHN TRIMBUR

Kenneth A. Bruffee, Harvey S. Wiener, and others have argued that collaborative learning may be distinguished from other forms of group work on the
grounds that it organizes students not just to work together on common projects but more important to engage in a process of intellectual negotiation
and collective decision-making. The aim of collaborative learning, its advocates hold, is to reach consensus through an expanding conversation. This

conversation takes place at a number of levelsfirst in small discussion
groups, next among the groups in a class, then between the class and the
teacher, and finally among the class, the teacher, and the wider community
of knowledge. In Bruffee's social constructionist pedagogy, the language
used to reach consensus acquires greater authority as it acquires greater social weight: the knowledge students put into words counts for more as they
test it out, revising and relocating it by taking into account what their peers,
the teacher, and voices outside the classroom have to say.
The purpose of this essay is to examine two important criticisms of the
politics of collaborative learning in order to explore one of the key terms in
collaborative learning, consensus. This seems worth doing because the notion of consensus is one of the most controversial and misunderstood aspects
of collaborative learning.
One line of criticism argues that the use of consensus in collaborative
learning is an inherently dangerous and potentially totalitarian practice that
stifles individual voice and creativity, suppresses differences, and enforces
conformity. Thomas S. Johnson, for example, believes that consensus is just
Reprinted from College English 51.6 (October 1989): 602-16. Used with permission.
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another name for "group think" and conjures images of 1984. Pedro Beade
worries that consensus might be used to justify the practices of "a crazy, totalitarian state" (708). These critics of collaborative learning want to rescue
the sovereignty and autonomy of the individual from what Johnson calls collaborative learning's "peer indoctrination classes." Underlying these political objections is the sense, as David Foster puts it, that the human mind is
"far too mysterious and fascinating" to take the social constructionist route
and "ground its utterances" in a "normative social community." According
to Foster, collaborative learning is based on an epistemological mistake:
Bruffee's "overeager application of the social constructionist label" causes
him to overvalue social practices and thus to deny the primacy of individual
consciousness in creating knowledge.
A second line of criticism, on the other hand, agrees with Bruffee that
things like selves, knowledge, discourse, readers, and writers are indeed socially constructed. What left-wing critics such as Greg Myers do worry about,
however, is that Bruffee's social constructionist pedagogy runs the risk of limiting its focus to the internal workings of discourse communities and of over
looking the wider social forces that structure the production of knowledge.
To understand the production and validation of knowledge, Myers argues,
we need to know not just how knowledge communities operate consensually
but how knowledge and its means of production are distributed in an unequal, exclusionary social order and embedded in hierarchical relations of
power. Without a critique of the dominant power relations that organize the
production of knowledge, left-wing critics hold, the social constructionist rationale for collaborative learning may, unwittingly or not, accommodate its
practices to the authority of knowledge it believes it is demystifying.
In this essay I propose to extend the left critique, not to abandon the notion of consensus but to revise it, as a step toward developing a critical practice of collaborative learning. I want to concede that consensus in some of
its pedagogical uses may indeed be an accommodation to the workings of
normal discourse and function thereby as a component to promote conformity and improve the performance of the system. My point will be, however,
that consensus need not inevitably result in accommodation. The politics of
consensus depends on the teacher's practice. Consensus, I will argue, can
be a powerful instrument for students to generate differences, to identify the
systems of authority that organize these differences, and to transform the relations of power that determine who may speak and what counts as a meaningful statement.
Before I outline the critical and transformative projects I believe are implied in collaborative learning, I want to address the fear of conformity in

440

440

Consensus and Difference in Collaborative Learning

the first line of criticismthe fear that collaborative learning denies differences and threatens individuality. It is important to acknowledge that this
fear points to some real problems that arise when students work together in
groupsproblems such as parochialism, demagoguery, narrow appeals to
common sense, an urge to reach noncontroversial consensus without considering alternatives. After all, we cannot realistically expect that collaborative learning will lead students spontaneously to transcend the limits of
American culture, its homogenizing force, its engrained suspicion of social
and cultural differences, its tendency to reify the other and blame the victim. But if the fear of conformity is a legitimate one, it is not for the reasons
the first group of Bruffee's critics gives. Their effort to save the individual
from the group is based on an unhelpful and unnecessary polarization of the
individual and society.
The limits of these critics' fear of conformity can best he seen, I think, by
emphasizing the influence of John Dewey's educational pragmatism on collaborative learning. What Bruffee takes from Dewey is a strong appreciation
of the generativity of group life and its promise for classroom teaching. Con-

sensus represents the potentiality of social agency inherent in group life
the capacity for self-organization, cooperation, shared decision-making, and
common action. From a pragmatist perspective, the goal of reaching consensus gives the members of a group a stake in collective projects. It does not
inhibit individuality, as it does for those who fear consensus will lead to conformity. Rather it enables individuals to participate actively and meaningfully in group life. If anything, it is through the social interaction of shared
activity that individuals realize their own power to take control of their situation by collaborating with others.
For Deweyans, the effort to save the individual from the group is at best
misguided and at worst reactionary. On one hand, pragmatists see no reason
to rescue the individual from "normative communities" because in effect
there is nowhere else the individual can be: consciousness is the extension
of social experience inward. On the other hand, the desire to escape from
"normative communities" and break out of the "prison house of language"
by grounding utterances in the generative force of individual consciousness
springs from an ideological complex of belief and practice.
Dewey's educational pragmatism recasts the fear that consensus will inevitably lead to conformity as a fear of group life itself. Pedagogies that take
the individual as the irreducible, inviolate starting point of education
whether through individualized instruction, cultivation of personal voice, or
an emphasis on creativity and self - actualization inscribe a deeply contradictory ideology of individualism in classroom practice. If these pedagogies
seek to liberate the individual, they also simultaneously constitute the stu441
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dent as a social atom, an accounting unit under the teacher's gaze, a record
kept by the teacher. The fear of consensus often betrays a fear of peer group
influencea fear that students will keep their own records, work out collective norms, and take action. Rather than the liberation of the individual it
claims to be, the fear of "group-think" is implicitly teacher-centered and authoritarian. It prevents a class of students from transforming themselves from
an aggregate of individuals into a participatory learning community. The
mode of teaching and learning remains what Bruffee calls "authoritarianindividualist": the atomization of students locks them into a one-to-one relation to the teacher, the repository of effective authority in the classroom, and
cuts them off from the possibilities of jointly empowering activities carried
out in the society of peers. In short, the critique of consensus in the name of
individualism is baseless. Consensus does not necessarily violate. the individual but instead can enable individuals to empower each other through social activity.

We may now take up the left-wing critique. Here the issue is not the sta-

tus of the individual but the status of exchange among individuals. We
should note, first of all, that Bruffee and his left-wing critics occupy a good
deal of common ground concerning the social relationships of intellectual
exchange as they are played out in the classroom. For teachers and theorists
looking for a critical pedagogy, Bruffee's work has been important because it
teaches us to read the classroom and the culture of teaching and learning as
a social text.
How we teach, Bruffee suggests, is what we teach. For Bruffee, pedagogy

is not a neutral practice of transmitting knowledge from one place to another, from the teacher's head to the students'. The pedagogical project that
Bruffee initiated in the early seventies calls into question the dynamics of
cultural reproduction in the classroom, a process that normally operates, as
it Were, behind our hacks. What before had seemed commonsensical became in Bruffee's reading of the classroom as a social text a set of historically

derived practicesan atomized and authoritarian culture that mystifies the
production of knowledge and reproduces hierarchical relations of power
and domination. Bruffee's formulation of collaborative learning in the early.
seventies offers an implicit critique of the culture of the classroom, the sovereignty of the teacher, the reification of knowledge, the atomized authoritydependence of students, and the competitiveness and intellectual hoarding

encouraged by the traditional reward system and the wider meritocratic
order in higher education.
In his early work, Bruffee sees collaborative learning as part of a wider
movement for participatory democracy, shared decision-making, and non-
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authoritarian styles of leadership and group life. "In the world which surrounds the classroom," Bruffee says in 1973, "people today are challenging
and revising many social and political traditions which have heretofore
gone unquestioned"; if education has been resistant to collaboration,
"[e]lsewhere, everywhere, collaborative action increasingly pervades our society" ("Collaborative Learning" 634). In Bruffee's account, collaborative

learning occursalong with free universities, grass-roots organizing, the
consciousness-raising groups of women's liberation, the anti-war movement, and so onas a moment in the cultural history of the sixties, the
name we now give to signify delegitimation of power and the search for al-

ternative forms of social and political life. I think it is not accidental that
collaborative learning emerged initially within open admissions programs,
as part of a wider response to political pressures from below to extend literacy and access to higher education to black, Hispanic, and working-class
people who had formerly been excluded.
From the late seventies to the present, Bruffee has asked what it means
to reorganize the social relations in the classroom and how the decentering
of authority that takes place in collaborative learning might change the
way we talk about the nature of liberal education and the authority of
knowledge and its institutions. Bruffee's ongoing efforts to find a language
adequate to this taskto theorize collaborative learning as a social constructionist pedagogy have turned, in the ensuing discussion, into the
source of recent left-wing challenges to his work. One of the central issues
of contention concerns Bruffee's appropriation of Richard Rorty's notion of
conversation.
The term conversation has become a social constructionist code word to
talk about knowledge and teaching and learning as socialnot cognitive
acts. Knowledge, in this account, is not the result of the confrontation of the
individual mind with reality but of the conversation that organizes the available means we have at any given time to talk about reality. Learning, therefore, cannot be understood strictly on cognitive grounds; it means rather
joining new communities and taking part in new conversations. Learning, as
Rorty puts it, "is a shift in a person's relations with others, not a shift inside
the person that now suits him to enter new relationships" (Philosophy 187).
By organizing students to participate in conversation, Bruffee argues, collaborative learning forms transitional communities to help students undergo
the stressful and anxiety-inducing process of moving out of their indigenous
communities and acquiring fluency in the conversation of liberally educated men and women. For Bruffee, Rorty's notion of conversation provides
a rationale for collaborative learning as a process of re-acculturation, of
learning to participate in the ongoing discussions of new communities.
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This is a powerful rationale because it translates a wider reinterpretation of knowledge taking place in contemporary critical theory to the class-

room and gives us a way to incorporate what Bruffee calls the "social
turn" in twentieth-century thought into the theory and practice of teaching. Still, for left-wing teachers and theorists, there is something troubling
about Rorty's notion of conversation, something in the metaphor worth
unpacking.
For Rorty, the term conversation offers a useful way to talk about the
production of knowledge as a social process without reference to metaphysical foundations. Rorty's notion of conversation describes a discourse that has
no beginning or end, but no crisis or contradiction, either. Cut loose from
metaphysical moorings and transcendental backups, the conversation keeps
rolling of its own accord, reproducing itself effortlessly, responsible only to
itself, sanctioned by what Rorty sees as the only sanction credible: our loyalty to the conversation and our solidarity with its practices. All we can do is
to continue the conversation initiated before we appeared on the scene. "We
do not know," Rorty says, "what 'success' would mean except simply 'continuance' " (Consequences 172).
In political terms, what Rorty calls "postmodernist bourgeois liberalism"
hangs onto the "ideals of the Enlightenment" but gives up the belief in Enlightenment reason. In Rorty's hands, the metaphor of conversation invokes
an eighteenth-century vision of freely constituted, discoursing subjects taking part in polite speech, in Enlightenment salons and coffee houses, in the
"republic of letters" emerging in the interstices of the absolutist state. To historicize Rorty's metaphor is to disclose what Terry Eagleton calls the "bourgeoisie's dream of freedom": "a society of petty producers whose endlessly
available, utterly inexhaustible commodity is discourse itself" (16-17). As
Eagleton argues, the "bourgeoisie
discovers in discourse an idealized
image of its own social relations" (16). Conversation becomes the only truly
free market, an ideal discursive space where exchange without domination
is possible, where social differences are converted into abstract equalities at
the level of speech acts.
Only now, Rorty says, the discourse must operate without the consensus
of universal reason that eighteenth-century speakers took to be the normative grounding of their utterances. Given the postmodernist's disbelief in
metanarratives of reason and freedom, Rebecca Comay .argues, the conversation loses its emancipatory edge and "adapts to the episodic rhythms of
commercial culture" (122). If we've traded in the old metaphysical comforts
for a cheerful, if ungrounded affirmation of conversation, we do so, Rorty
says, so we can "read more, talk more, write more" (Philosophy 375). The
logic of planned obsolescence drives the conversation as we look for the
.
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"new, better, more interesting, more fruitful ways of speaking" (Philosophy
360). In a world without foundations, "nobody is so passe as the intellectual
czar of the previous generation. .. the man who redescribed all those old descriptions, which, thanks in part to his redescriptions of them, nobody now
wants to know anything about" (Consequences xlxli). According to the idealized exchange of a free and open market, conversation keeps circulating in

a spectacle of production and consumption. The new becomes old, the
fashionable out-of-date, but the conversation itself is inexhaustible. "Evanescent moments in a continuing conversation . . we keep the conversation
going" (Philosophy 378).
Stripped of its universalist principles, the conversation turns into an act
of assimilation. Unpacked, Rorty's metaphor of conversation offers a version
.

of nonfoundationalism without tears. The consensus that keeps things
rolling is no longer based on higher purposes but instead on the recognition
that if we cannot discover the truth in any final sense, what we can do is to
keep on talking to each other: we can tell stories, give accounts, state reasons, negotiate differences, and so on. The conversation, that is, gives up
teleological ends to reaffirm the sociability of intellectual exchange. And if,
as Rorty says, the conversation is simply the way we justify our beliefs socially, then we might as well relax, get good at it, and enjoy it.
Of course there are considerable attractions to this view. But there are
some problems too. Rorty acknowledges, for example, the tendency of discourse to normalize itself and to block the flow of conversation by posing as
a "canonical vocabulary." The conversation, as Rorty starts to acknowledge
here, is perpetually materializing itself in institutional forms, alloting the opportunity to speak and arbitrating the terms of discussion. But Rorty, finally,
backs away from the full consequences of conversation's normative force. At

just the point where we could name the conversation and its underlying
consensus as a technology of power and ask how its practices enable and
constrain the production of knowledge, privilege and exclude forms of discourse, set its agenda by ignoring or suppressing others. Rorty builds a selfcorrecting mechanism into the conversation, an invisible hand to keep the
discourse circulating and things from going stale. This is abnormal discourse or, as Rorty says, "what happens when someone joins in the discourse
who is ignorant of ... conventions or who sets them aside" (Philosophy 320).
Rorty's view of abnormal discourse is, I think, a problematical one. On
one hand, it identifies abnormal discourse with a romantic realm of thinking the unthinkable, of solitary voices calling out, of the imagination cutting

against the grain. In keeping with this romantic figure of thought, Rorty .
makes abnormal discourse the activity par excellence not of the group but of
the individual the genius, the rebel, the fool, "someone ... who is ignorant
445
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of . . . conventions or sets them aside." This side of abnormal discourse,
moreover, resists formulation. There is, Rorty says, "no discipline which describes it, any more than there is a discipline devoted to a study of the unpredictable, or of 'creativity' " (Philosophy 320). It is simply "generated by free
and leisured conversation ... as the sparks fly up" (321).
At the same time, though we can't know abnormal discourse on its own
terms, we can identify how it functions, but now from a pragmatist perspec-

tive, to keep the conversation going. In other words, at just the moment
Rorty seems to introduce difference and destabilize the conversation, he
turns crisis, conflict, and contradiction into homeostatic gestures whose very
expression restabilizes the conversation. What remains, once we've removed
universal reason, narratives of emancipation; or "permanent neutral frame-

works" as the grounds for adjudicating knowledge claims, is civility, the
agreement to keep on talking. The "power of strangeness" in abnormal discourse "to take us out of our old selves" and "to make us into new beings"
(Philosophy 360) simply reaffirms our solidarity with the conversation.
Left-wing critics are uncomfortable with this position. They want to interrupt the conversation, to denaturalize its workings, and to talk about the
way conversation legitimizes itself by its very performance. Left-wing critics
worry that Rortyian conversation downplays its own social force and the conflict it generates, the discourses silenced or unheard in the conversation and
its representation of itself. They suspect there are other voices to take into

accountvoices constituted as otherness outside the conversation. For this
reason, left-wing critics want to redefine consensus by locating it in the prevailing balance of power, as a marker that sets the boundaries between discourses. As Myers suggests, we need to see consensus in terms of differences
and not just of agreements, "as the result of conflicts, not as .a monolith"
(166). Redefining consensus as a matter of conflict suggests, moreover, that
consensus does not so much reconcile differences through rational negotia-

tion. Instead, such a redefinition represents consensus as a strategy that
structures differences by organizing them in relation to each other. In this
sense, consensus cannot be known without its oppositewithout the other
voices at the periphery of the conversation.
By looking at consensus in terms of conflict rather than agreement, we
get a somewhat different picture of the relationship between normal and abnormal discourse than the one Rorty and Bruffee have offered. Redefining

consensus leads us, I think, to abandon the view that abnormal discourse
functions as a complement to normal discourse, something which, as Bruffee says, students can turn to from time to time to question business as usual
and to keep the conversation going. Instead, abnormal discourse represents
the result at any given time of the set of power relations that organizes nor446

446

Consensus and Difference in Collaborative Learning

mal discourse: the acts of permission and prohibition, of incorporation and
exclusion that institute the structure and practices of discourse communi-

ties. Abnormal discourse is not so much a homeostatic mechanism that
keeps the conversation and thereby the community renewed and refreshed.
Instead, it refers' to dissensus, to marginalized voices, the resistance and contestation both within and outside the conversation, what Roland Barflies
calls acratic discoursethe discourses out of power. Abnormal discourse,
that is, refers not only to surprises and accidents that emerge when normal
discourse reaches a dead end, when, as Wittgenstein puts it, "language goes
on holiday." In the account I'm suggesting, it also refers to the relations of
power that determine what falls within the current consensus and what is assigned the status of dissent. Abnormal discourse, from this perspective, is
neither as romantic nor as pragmatic as Rorty makes it out to be. Rather it offers a way to analyze the strategic moves by which discourse communities legitimize their own conversation by marginalizing others. It becomes a
critical term to describe the conflict among discourses and collective wills in
the heterogeneous conversation in contemporary public life.
Bruffee argues that such an emphasis on conflict has led his left-wing
critics to want to "turn to 'struggle' to force change in 'people's interests' "
(Response 714). I would reply that struggle is not something people, leftwing or otherwise, can "turn to" or choose to do. "Struggle," at least the way
I understand it, is something we're born into: it's a standard feature of contemporary social existence. We experience "struggle" all the time in everyday life precisely because, as Bruffee points out, we "all belong to many
overlapping, mutually inclusive communities." We "experience belonging
to each of these communities as both limiting and liberating" (715) in part
because we experience the discourses, or what Bruffee calls the "vernacular
languages of the communities one belongs to," as a polyphony of voices, an
internal conversation traversed by social, cultural, and linguistic differences.

Bruffee uses the term vernacular to call attention to the plurality of
voices that constitute our verbal thought. The intersecting vernaculars that
we experience contending for our attention and social allegiance, however,
are not just plural. They are also organized in hierarchical relations of
power. The term vernacular, after all, as Houston Baker reminds us, "signals" on etymological and ideological grounds "'a slave born on his master's
estate"' (2). The term vernacular, that is, cannot be understood apart from
the relations of domination and subordination it implies. The conversation,

in Bakhtin's word, is "heteroglot," a mosaic of vernaculars, the multiaccented idiomatic expression of race, class, and gender differences. The
conversation gives voice to the conflicts inherent in an unequal social order
and in the asymmetrical relations of power in everyday life.
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Bruffee worries that "struggle" means interrupting the conversation to
"force change in people's interests." Bruffee's worries here betray what
seems to me a persistent anxiety in non-foundationalist versions of social
constructionist thought about its own radical disclosure: that once we give
up extra-historical and universal criteria and reduce the authority of knowledge to a self-legitimizing account of its own practices, we won't have a way
to separate persuasion from force, validity claims from plays of power.. As
Rorty puts it, to "suggest that there is no . common ground seems to endanger rationality.
To question the need for commensuration seems the
first step toward a return to a war of 'all against all' " (Philosophy 317). In the
account I'm suggesting, "struggle" is not a matter of interrupting the conversation to replace consensual validation with force. It refers rather to the relations between the two terms intellectual negotiation and power in what
we think of as rational argument and public discourse. The term "struggle"
is simply a way of shifting rhetorical analysis, as Victor Vitanza has suggested; from Aristotelean persuasion or Burkean identification to an agonistic framework of conflict and differenceto a rhetoric of dissensus.
The choice, as I see it, does not consist of solidarity with a self-explaining
conversation or violence. I want to preserve, along with Bruffee and Rorty,
the value of civility and consensus. But to do this we will need to rehabilitate
the notion of consensus by redefining it in relation to a rhetoric of dissensus.
We will need, that is, to look at collaborative learning not merely as a process
of consensus making but more important as a process of identifying differences and locating these differences in relation to each other. The consensus
that we ask students to reach in the collaborative classroom will be based not
so much on collective agreements as on collective explanations of how people differ, where their differences conic from, and whether they can live and
work together with these differences.
To think of consensus in terms of dissensus is to challenge a central ra.

.

.

.
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tionale Bruffee has offered for collaborative learning. Bruffee currently
holds that one of the benefits of collaborative learning is that its consensual
practices model the normal workings of discourse communities in business,
government, the professions, and academia. Myers argues, correctly I think,
that Bruffee's use of consensus risks accepting the current production and
distribution of knowledge and discourse as unproblematical and given. The
limit of Myers' critique, however, is that it concedes Bruffee's claim that
consensus is in fact the norm in business, industry, and the professions. In
this regard, both Bruffee and Myers seriously underestimate the extent to
which the conversations of these discourse communities are regulated not so
much by consensual negotiation and shared decision-making as by what
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Jurgen Habermas calls a "success orientation" of instrumental control and
rational efficiency.
It can be misleading, therefore, to tell students, as social constructionists

do, that learning to write means learning to participate in the conversation
and consensual practices of various discourse communities. Instead, we
need to ask students to explore the rhetoric of dissensus that pervades writing
situations. As Susan Wells argues, even such apparently prosaic and "unheroic" tasks as writing manuals for the computer-assisted redesign of an
auto body section. take place within a complicated network of competing
and contradictory interests. In the case of the design manual that Wells cites,
the technical writer faces three different audiences. Concerned with the
overall operation of a computer system, the first audience of systems programmers may be just as likely to guard their professional knowledge of the
system as to collaborate with others. They may, in fact, see the second audience, application programmers responsible for writing programs for specific
design tasks, as "enemies" looking for ways to "tweak" or "jiggle" the system
to get their work done and who thereby threaten the overall performance
of the system. The third audience of users, on the other hand, needs to know
how to operate the system on narrow job-related grounds. But from both the
programmers' perspective, this group is an unknown variable, men and
women who may be "demonically curious" and want to play with the system, to see how it really works.

By exploring the differential access to knowledge and the relations of
power and status that structure this writing situation, Wells says, students
can learn not only how technical writers "write for success" by adjusting to
multiple audiences. (As it turned out, the technical writer produced a separate manual containing quite different information for each of the audiences.) Students can also learn to articulate a rhetoric of dissensus that will
lead them to see that the goal of discourse in this case, as Wells puts it, "is
systematic misunderstanding and concealment. . . the total fragmentation
and dispersal of knowledge" (256). They can learn, that is, not how consensus is achieved through collaborative negotiation but rather how differences
in interest produce conflicts that may in fact block communication and prohibit the development of consensus.
Of course, it is true, as Wells notes, that not all organizations rely upon

such a rigid division of labor. Collaboration and consensual decisionmaking, after all, have become buzz words for "new age" managers and
technocrats. Part of the current conventional wisdom about the new information society is that cooperation and collaboration will replace the competitive and individualistic ethos of the entrepreneurial age of industrial
449
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capitalism. But finally what collaboration and consensus amount to are not
so much new paradigms for a high-tech post-industrial order as new versions
of an older industrial psychology adopted to late capitalism human relations techniques to bolster morale, promote identification with the corporation, legitimize differential access to knowledge and status, and increase
productivity. Even in the ostensibly disinterested realm of academics, the
production of knowledge is motivated as much by career moves as by consensus, by the efforts of individuals to enhance their credentials and relative
position in a field, to build up their fund of cultural capital.
At issue here is not whether collaborative learning reflects more accurately than traditional pedagogics the actual social relations that produce
knowledge and make organizations run. Surely it does. But by modeling collaborative learning on the normal workings of discourse communities, Bruffee identifies the authority of knowledge with the prevailing productive
apparatus. For social constructionists, this is an uncontroversial point. In one
sense, it is the pointthat the present configuration of knowledge and its institutions is a social artifact. But in another sense, this line of thought also
concedes the authority of knowledge to the professional judgment of experts, to academic specialties and professional training, to the wider meritocratic order of a credentialed society.
If one of the goals of collaborative learning is to replace the traditional
hierarchical relations of teaching and learning with the practices of participatory democracy, we must acknowledge that one of the functions of the
professions and the modern university has been to specialize and to remove
knowledge from public discourse and decision-making, to reduce it to a
matter of expertise and technique. By the same token, we must acknowledge
that it devalues the notion of consensus to identify it with the current professional monopolies of knowledge. If anything, the prevailing configuration of
knowledge and its institutions prevents the formation of consensus by shrinking the public sphere and excluding the majority of the population from the
conversation.
The effect of Bruffee's use of consensus is to invest a kind of "real world"
authority in the discursive practices and tacit understandings that bind the
discourse communities of specialists and experts together. It makes the conversation a self-explaining mechanism that legitimizes itself through its per-

formances. "This," we tell students, "is the way we [English teachers,
biologists, lawyers, chemical engineers, social workers, whatever] do things
around here. There's nothing magical about it. It's just, the way we talk to
each other." The problem is that invoking the "real world" authority of such
consensual practices neutralizes the critical and transformative project of
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collaborative learning, depoliticizes it, and reduces it to an acculturative
technique.
To develop a critical version of collaborative learning, we will need to
distinguish between consensus as an acculturative practice that reproduces
business as usual and consensus as an oppositional one that challenges the
prevailing conditions of production. The point of collaborative learning is
not simply to demystify the authority of knowledge by revealing its social
character but to transform the productive apparatus, to change the social
character of production. In this regard, it will help to cast consensus not as a
"real world" practice but as a utopian one.
To draw out the utopian possibilities I believe are implied in collaborative learning, we will need to distinguish between "spurious" and "genuine"
consensus, as grounded and problematical as these terms may appear to be.
In his theory of "communicative action," Habermas defines "genuine" consensus not as something that actually happens but instead as the counter-

factual anticipation that agreement can be reached without coercion or
systematic distortion. Consensus, for Habermas, is not, as it is for social constructionists like Bruffee, an empirical account of how discourse communi-

ties operate but a critical and normative representation of the conditions
necessary for fully realized communication to occur. In Habermas' view, we
should represent consensus not as the result at any given time of the prevailing conversation but rather as an aspiration to organize the conversation according to relations of non-domination. The anticipation of consensus, that
is, projects what Habermas calls an "ideal speech situation," a utopian discursive space that distributes symmetrically the opportunity to speak, to initiate discourse, to question, to give reasons, to do all those other things
necessary to justify knowledge socially. From this perspective, consensus becomes a necessary fiction of reciprocity and mutual recognition, the dream
of conversation as perfect dialogue. Understood as a utopian desire, assem-

bled from the partial and fragmentary forms of the current conversation,
consensus does not appear as the end or the explanation of the conversation
but instead as a means of transforming it.
To cast consensus as a utopian instead of a "real world" practice has a

number of implications for the collaborative classroom. For one thing, a
utopian representation of consensus offers students a powerful critical instrument to interrogate the conversationto interrupt it in order to investigate the forces which determine who may speak and what may be said,
what inhibits communication and what makes it possible. The normal
workings of collaborative learning, as Bruffee describes them, ask students
to generate an interpretive response to a literary work or a rhetorical analy451
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sis of a piece of writing and then to compare the results to the responses or
analyses of their teacher and the community of scholars the teacher represents. The pedagogical goal is to negotiate a common language in the classroom, to draw students into a wider consensus, and to initiate them into the
conversation as it is currently organized in the academy. The utopian view
of consensus, on the other hand, would abandon this expert-novice model
of teaching and learning. Instead consensus would provide students with a
critical measure to identify the relations of power in the formation of expert
judgment.

Let me give an example here. Collaborative learning in literature
classes is often based on the idea that students need to avoid, on the one
hand, the objectivism that assumes the meaning is in the text and, on the
other, the radical pluralism that assumes we cannot distinguish the merits of
one reading from another. Collaborative learning, that is, seeks to locate authority in neither the text nor the reader but in what Stanley Fish calls interpretive communities. From the perspective I am suggesting, however, the
identification of collaborativelearning with interpretive communities takes
for granted the enterprise of interpretation as an end in itself.
In contrast, I think we need to begin collaborative classes by asking why

interpretation has become the unquestioned goal of literary studies and
what other kinds of readings thereby have been excluded and devalued. We
would be interested in the forces which have produced dissensus about how
to go about reading a literary text and about what constitutes a literary text in
the first place. Students, of course, already know a good deal about all this:
they are used to naming Shakespeare and Dickens and Hemingway as literature and disqualifying Stephen King, thrillers, and science fiction. What stu-

dents have had less opportunity to do is to investigate collectively these
implicit hierarchies in terms of the relations of power that organize them.
Their literature classes have taught them to segregate kinds of reading but
without asking them where these differences come from.
For this reason, we might begin the conversation in literature classes by
talking not about how to read a literary text but rather about how the stu-

dents in the course have been trained to read literature and how their
schooled reading differs from the way they read outside of school. By examining these differences, freshmen and sophomores in introductory literature
courses, I have found, can begin to examine critically the prevailing representation of literature and the institutional base on which it rests. Students

rather quickly will distinguish between literature which is assigned by
teachers and is "good for you" and the other reading they do which is
"for fun." They explain to each other and to me that literature is filled with
"hidden meanings" and that the point of schooled reading is to dig them
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out, while the reading they do for "fun" produces strong identification with
characters and teaches them about "life" or gives them the opportunity to escape from it.

The point of such discussion is not to reach agreement about what
properly belongs in the realm of literature and what lies outside of it. Nor is

it to abandon the usefulness of schooled reading. Rather what students
begin to see is that literature exists as a social category that depends on its
relation to non-literature. Students, that is, can begin to sketch the rhetoric
of dissensus that structures the dominant representation of what literature is
and is not and that produces marked differences in the way they read and
experience texts.
Such discussions, moreover, give students permission to elaborate what
they already knownamely, that schooled reading for "hidden meanings"
reinforces the authority of expert readers and creates professional monopolies of knowledge. By drawing on their own experience as readers in and out
of school, students regularly and spontaneously make the same telling point
William E. Cain makes in The Crisis in Criticism that the institution of literature depends upon the "close reading" of specialist critics. In this regard,
one of the most valuable things students bring to a literature class is what we
as professional readers have largely forgotten the imprecise, unanalytical
act of non-close reading, the experience of ordinary readers at home, on the
subway, or at the beach in the summer, the kind of reading that schooled
reading marks as different.

One of the benefits of emphasizing the dissensus that surrounds the act
of reading is that it poses consensus not as the, goal of the conversation but
rather as a critical measure to help students identify the structures of power
that inhibit communication among readers (and between teachers and students) by authorizing certain styles of reacting while excluding others. What
students in introductory literature classes learn, I think, is to overcome the
feeling that they don't get the point of literature or that they just like to read
"trash." Instead, they learn why readers disagree about what counts as a reading, where the differences they experience as readers come from, and how
we might usefully bring these differences into relation to each other. They
learn to probe not only the ideology of the institution of literature but also
the ideologies of popular reading. Just as they learn how schooled reading
constitutes them as students in a complicated relationship to the authority of
teachers and the institution of literature, students also learn that the reading
they do outside of school is not simply a pastime but more important represents an act of self-formation that organizes their experience and desire in

imaginary relations to the popular culture of late capitalism and its construction of race, class, and gender differences.
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The revised notion of consensus I am proposing here depends paradoxi-

cally on its deferral, not its realization. I am less interested in students
achieving consensus (although of course this happens at times) as in their
using consensus as a critical instrument to open gaps in the conversation
through which differences may emerge. In this regard, the Habermasian
representation of consensus as a counterfactual anticipation of fully realized

communication offers students a critical tool to identify the structures of
power which determine who may speak and what may be said. But more important, this notion of consensus also offers students utopian aspirations to
transform the conversation by freeing it 'from the prevailing constraints on its
participants, the manipulations, deceptions, and plays of power. Through a
collective investigation of differences, students can begin to imagine ways to
change the relations of production and to base the conversation not on consensus but on reciprocity and the mutual recognition of the participants and
their differences.
Unlike Habermas, however, I do not believe removing relations of domination and systematic distortion, whether ideological or neurotic, from the
conversation is likely to establish the conditions in which consensus will express a "rational will" and "permit what all can want" (108). Instead, I want
to displace consensus to a horizon which may never be reached. We need to

see consensus, I think, not as an agreement that reconciles differences
throUgh an ideal conversation but rather as the desire of humans to live and
work together with differences. The goal of consensus, it seems to me, ought

to be not the unity of generalizable interests but rather what Iris Marion
Young calls "an openness to unassimilated otherness" (22). Under the
utopian aegis of consensus, students can learn to agree to disagree, not because "everyone has their own opinion," but because justice demands that
we recognize the inexhaustibility of difference and that we organize the conditions in which we live and work accordingly.
By organizing students non-hierarchically so that all discursive roles are
available to all the participants in a group, collaborative learning can do
more than model or represent the normal workings of discourse communities. Students' experience of non-domination in the collaborative class-

room can offer them a critical measure to understand the distortions of
communication and the plays of power in normal discourse. Replacing the
"real world" authority of consensus with a rhetoric of dissensus can lead students to demystify the normal workings of discourse communities. But just
as important, a rhetoric of dissensus can lead them to redefine consensus as
a utopian project, a dream of difference without domination. The participatory and democratic practices of collaborative learning offer an impor-
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tant instance of what Walter Benjamin, in "The Author as Producer," calls
the "exemplary character of production" the collective effort to "induce
other producers to produce" and to "put an improved apparatus at their disposal" (233). In this regard, the exemplary character of production in collaborative learning can release collective energies to turn the means of
criticism into a means of transformation, to tap fundamental impulses to-

ward emancipation and justice in the utopian practices of Habormas'
"ideal speech situation."
It would be fatuous, of course, to presume that collaborative learning
can constitute more than momentarily an alternative to the present asymmetrical relations of power and distribution of knowledge and its means of
production. But it can incite desire through common work to resolve, if only
symbolically, the contradictions students face because of the prevailing conditions of productionthe monopoly of expertise and the impulse to know,
the separation of work and play, allegiance to peers and dependence on fac-

ulty esteem, the experience of cooperation and the competitiveness of a
ranking reward system, the empowering sense of collectivity and the isolating personalization of an individual's fate. A rehabilitated notion of consensus in collaborative learning can provide students with exemplary motives to
imagine alternative worlds and transformations of social life and labor. In its
deferred and utopian form, consensus offers a way to orchestrate dissensus
and to turn the conversation in the collaborative classroom into a heterotopia of voicesa heterogeneity without hierarchy.

WORKS CITED
Baker, Houston A., Jr. Blues, Ideology, and Afro-American Literature. Chicago: U of Chicago
P, 1984.

Beale, Pedro. Comment. College English 49 (1987): 708.
Benjamin, Walter. "The Author as Producer." Reflections. Ed. Peter Demetz. New York:
Schocken, 1986. 220-38.
Bruffee, Kenneth A. "Collaborative Learning: Some Practical Models." College English 34
(1973): 634-43.
Response. College English 49 (1987): 711-16.

Cain, William E. The Crisis in.Criticism: Theory, Literature, and Reform in English Studies.
Baltimore: John Hopkins UP, 1984.
Cornay, Rebecca. "Interrupting the Conversation: Notes on Rorty." Telos 69 (1986): 119-30.
Eagleton, Terry. The Function of Criticism. London: Verso, 1984.
Foster, David. Comment. College English 49 (1987): 709-11.
Habermas, Jurgen. Legitimation Crisis. Trans. Thomas McCarthy. Boston: Beacon, 1975.
Johnson, Thomas S. Comment. College English 48 (1986): 76.
Myers, Greg. "Reality, Consensus, and Reform in the Rhetoric of Composition Teaching."
College English 48 (1986): 154 -74.

455

4 55

Cross-Talk in Comp Theory

Rorty, Richard. The Consequences of Pragmatism. Minneapolis: U of Minnesota P, 1982.
Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature. Princeton: Princeton UP, 1979.

Vitanza, Victor. "Critical SubNersions of the History of Philosophical Rhetoric." Rhetoric
Review 6.1 (1987): 41-66.

Wells, Susan. "Habermas, Communicative Competence, and the Teaching of Technical
Discourse." Theory in the Classroom. Ed. Cary Nelson. Urbana: U of Illinois P, 1986.
245-69.

Young, Iris Marion. "The Ideal of Community and the Politics of Difference." Social Theory
and Practice 12.1 (1986): 1-26.

456

Mikhail Bakhtin
as Rhetorical Theorist
CHARLES I. SCHUSTER

The confusion and obscurity surrounding Mikhail Bakhtin's life compounded by the complexity and semantic density of his books and articles
has made this Russian theorist into a kind of Zorro figure, the Masked Marvel of theoretical criticism. Who is this exotic character born in Orel in
1895, exiled to Kazakhstan during the 30s, returning finally to the center of
Russian academic life in the 1950s? How is one to talk about Bakhtin's
major book on the 18th-century German novel when Bakhtin used the only
existing copy as cigarette papers during World War II? How are we to value a
man who so undervalues himself that he stores unpublished manuscripts in
a rat-infested-woodshed in Saransk? What can one say about a writer whose

very authorship is in questionsince two of his major works (Freudianism
and Marxism and the Philosophy of Language) were published under the
name of V. N. Voloshinov?1 Add to this that Bakhtin is known as a literary
theorist (and is thus remote indeed from composition and rhetoric), that he
refuses to define his terms, and that his language resists interpretation and
paraphrase and we have some idea of the formidable task ahead.

To ignore Bakhtin because of these difficulties, however, is to deny
rhetoric an important influence. Although much of Bakhtin's work is considered literary criticism, his conceptions of discourse develop implications
about language use in the widest possible terms. Bakhtin modifies the com-

munications triangle by redefining one of the central terms and thus
compelling us to reconceive our ideas about the interactive nature of
speaking and writing. His theories enable us to formulate a more enlightReprinted from College English 47.6 (October 1985): 594-607. Used with permission.
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ened conception of style as a developmental process that occurs not only
within an individual user of language. but within language itself. By making
us more sensitive to tone and the expressive implications created by all verbal phrasing, his works train us to become more sophisticated readers of
prose, which in turn contributes directly to our strength as teachers of reading and writing. They offer a compelling argument for the return of aesthetics as a central concern in rhetoric and composition since language, in
Bakhtin's terms, is always a potentially aesthetic medium. In sum, Bakhtin
heightens our ability to experience verbal and written expression in a rich
and complex way, thus serving as an antidote to a simplified, exclusive concern with purely formal aspects of writing instruction.
Perhaps the best way to begin discussing Bakhtin's importance is with
the rhetorical triangle. In describing verbal and written communication as
consisting of speaker-listener-subject (through language) Aristotle provided
the world with an enduring paradigm. Bakhtin alters this paradigm slightly.
He maintains the "speaker" and the "listener," but in place of the "subject"
he puts a concept known (at least in translation) as the "hero." According to
Bakhtin, a speaker does not communicate to a listener about a "subject"; instead, "speaker" and "listener" engage in an act of communication which in-

cludes the "hero" as a genuine rhetorical force. The difference here is
significant. In our conventional analyses of discourse, we talk of the way
writers "treat" subjects, the way they research, describe, develop, analyze,
and attack them. Subjects are actually conceived as objects. They are passive, inert, powerless to shape the discourse. In Bakhtin's terms, the hero is
as potent a determinant in the rhetorical paradigm as speaker or listener.
The hero interacts with the speaker to shape the language and determine
the form. At times, the hero becomes the dominant influence in verbal and
written utterance.
Novelists and poets have known this for a long time. When William
Thackeray was asked why his character Henry Esmond married his own
mother, he replied that it was not he who had married them: "They married
themselves." It is perhaps easy to see how a created character becomes a
hero. But so do ideas, objects, locations. In Bakhtin's terms, the city of New
York becomes the hero in Woody Allen's film, Manhattan; freedom be-

comes the hero in a speech by Martin Luther King, Jr. In this essay,
Bakhtin's work dominated my thinking, forcing me into certain kinds of developmental structures and syntactic constructions, and affecting my diction and style,. His ideological language has infiltrated my own so that not

only do I appropriate terms such as "the word," "dialogical," and "heteroglossia," but find the overall style and treatment of this subject becoming
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bakhtinian. The hero often is a strong determiner within discourse. Speaker hero- listener the three elements introduce equivalent pressures on speaking and writing.
Bakhtin's paradigm, of course, is based on a dialogue between a speaker

and a listener. This is important to remember because dialogue lies at the
heart of Bakhtin's rhetoric. For Bakhtin, dialogue is no static model of
speaker making utterance to listener concerning hero. The three elements
of the dialogue speak, listen, and influence each other equivalently. It is easy

enough to see that the speaker becomes the listener when the listener
speaks, and that each influences the words, tones, attitudes,- beliefs of the
other. But the herb also "speaks"; it too contains its own accumulation of
values and terms. It too carries with it a set of associations, an ideological
and stylistic profile. In essence, it has as much an identity as the speaker and
listener. Speaker and listener, in the act of engaging with the hero (which is,
like them, both a speaker and listener), become charged by the hero's identity. They change as a result of the association, for they are just as affected by
the hero as they are by their close association with each other. And so, too,.is
the hero. Like planets in a solar system, each element affects the orbits of the

other whirling participants by means of its own gravitational pull. The
rhetorical triangle, with its three distinct points, is transformed by Bakhtin's

theory into a rhetorical circle with speaker, hero, and listener whirling
around the circumference. That circumference consists of all three elements fused together in language. Bakhtin's paradigm is a model of complex

interaction. Subject and Object lose their distinctive ontological status.
Each is altered by the semantic shaping given to it through the "dialogic" interaction, to use Bakhtin's term.
This term, "dialogic," is a kev one for Bakhtin. It describes the interactive nature of language itself which inevitably proceeds according to a dia-

logic model. Language development is dialogical because it occurs as a
result of speaker-hero-listener interaction. Words come to us from other
speakers; our job is to lay claim to this verbal property. Bakhtin states the situation as follows:
The word in language is half someone else's. It becomes "one's own" only

when the speaker populates it with his own intention, his own accent,
when he appropriates the word, adapting it to his own semantic and expressive intention. Prior to this moment of appropriation, the word does
not exist in a neutral and impersonal language (it is not, after all, out of a
dictionary that the speaker gets his words!), but rather it exists in other peo-

ple's contexts, serving other people's intentions: it is from there that one
must take the word, and make it one's own. (Dialogic 293-94)
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All speakers must grasp words and learn to possess them because these same
words already belong to another. Accordingly, all language contains the semantic intention of both self and other; it expresses both the speaker's (or
writer's) meaning as well as the meanings of its other speakers, heroes, listeners, usages. All individuals struggle to replace alien meanings with their own
semantic and expressive intentions. Only by doing so do they begin to develop their own stylistic profiles. That struggle never ceases; throughout the
linguistic history of an individual, a society, a nation this continuous dialogic
interaction occurs as speakers struggle to infuse language with their own intentions. This dialogism is characteristic of both spoken and written forms of
the word. As Bakhtin states:

Any utterancethe finished, written utterance not exceptedmakes response to something and is calculated to be responded to ifi turn. It is but
one link in a continuous chain of speech performances. Each monument
[written utterance] carries on the work of its predecessors, polemicizing
with them, expecting active, responsive understanding, and anticipating
such understanding in return." (Marxism 72)

It is in this sense that language is dialogical. In his attempt to describe
this quality, Bakhtin reifies language, making it into not a living being but a
vital medium which expresses the continuous energy of its speakers:
When a member of a speaking collective comes upon a word, it is not as a
neutral word of language, not as a word free from the aspirations and evaluations of others, uninhabited by others' voices. No, he receives the word from
another's voice and filled with that other voice. The word enters his context
from another context, permeated with the interpretations of others. His own
thought finds the word already inhabited. Therefore the orientation of a
word among words, the varying perception of another's word and the various
means for reacting to it, are perhaps the most fundamental problems for the
metalinguistic study of any kind of discourse.
(Problems 202)
.

.

.

.

Language is essentially a rich stew of implications, saturated with other
accents, tones, idioms, meanings, voices, influences, intentions. Words carry

with them their own histories, their own previous and potential significations. It is this interactive quality that Bakhtin describes as "the dialogical."

Languagewhether spoken or written is a perpetual hybrid which expresses the various contexts within which it exists. These contexts include
not only the syntactic structuring of the utterance and the localized setting
of the speaker or writer but also the social, historical, ideological environments in which that utterance exists and participates (Dialogical 271). Dial-
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ogism is an inherent quality of language; it also seems to me to represent a
basic model for epistemology, for how we come to know. As Bakhtin's contemporary, Lev Vygotsky, expressed it in Thought and Language: "A word is
a microcosm of human consciousness" (153).2
Bakhtin's view of language as dialogic compels us to redefine the traditional concept of style in our composition classes. Style has generally been
represented as a quality separable from language itself. As defined by most
rhetoricians, it has been considered the dress of thought, the rouge applied
at a late stage of composing. Louis Milic, for example, argues that "If we
want to teach something in our composition classes, it may he that we must
return to some form of rhetoric, which is honestly and unashamedly concerned with form and not with content" (126). Following this view, teachers
have often given separate evaluations for "style" and "content" as if one
could be skimmed from the other like cream from milk.3 Bakhtin argues
that style is language, that to create a style is to create a language for oneself.
If we can agree with Vygotsky that language and thought develop symbiotically from about the age of two onward, if we can agree with Janet Emig that
writing is a mode of learning, then perhaps we can also agree with Bakhtin
that stylistic concerns in the composition classroom are not merely the fluff
of writing instruction but a fundamental concern with our students' ability
to claim thought and meaning for themselves.
Furthermore, to attend to style in language is, according to Bakhtin, to
perceive the interpretive richness of discourse. When we think of the kinds
of accents and intonations that can enter into language from other speakers,
heroes, listeners, and languages we begin to establish a perspective from
which we can understand more sophisticated language use such as sarcasm,
parody, and irony. We begin to see how style develops through the imitation
ofand association withother styles. We begin to see how ideological and
normative influences seep their way into another's words. Such insights are
of substantial use to rhetoricians who must concern themselves with analysis
of all kinds of narrative and expositional writing produced both by students
and by published authors.
In describing language in these terms, Bakhtin elevates it into an eschatology. Meaning, experience, consciousness can only be understood in terms
of the word. Bakhtin is eloquent on this issue of the primacy of language as
the means by which we conceive the world:
There is no such thing as experience outside of embodiment in signs.... It
is not experience that organizes expression, but the other way aroundexpression organizes experience. Expression. is what first gives experience its
form and specificity of direction. (Marxism 85)
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Without the word, there is no world. Language is not just a bridge between
"I" and "Thou," it is "I" and "Thou." Language is thus fundamental not only
to learning, but to mind; it both creates and is created by the human intelligence. When we speak and write, we create ourselves and the world. No in-

tellectual constructno expression or ideacan exist without language,
and language is itself continuously interactive in its nature. Worlds whirl
within worlds in Bakhtin's circularor is it spherical rhetorical paradigm.
Bakhtin's perspective on style and language allows us to see that meaning is always both explicit and implicit, a result of the word's semantic and
extrasemantic configurations. Traditional rhetorical theorists have, to some
extent, acknowledged the importance of implicit meaning, but generally

have tiptoed carefully around the subject. In his landmark study, The
Rhetoric of Fiction, Wayne Booth worries over the problems of interpretation created by irony and ambiguity. His reading of Jane Austen's Emma lops
off various edges of uncertainty, a result made inevitable by his later lamentation that because of the unreliable narrator, "it becomes more and more
difficult to rely, in our criticism, on the old standards of proof; evidence
from the book can never be decisive" (369). (Interestingly, Booth has become increasingly persuaded by the Bakhtinian point of view, as indicated
in his preface to Problems of Dostoevsky's Poetics.) Chaim Perelman considers implication only in terms of argumentation; the general thrust of his
work is toward the empirical and verifiable. He has little of value to say
about the importance of suggestion and connotation in persuading readers
except that "the elimination of all interpretation is part of an exceptional
and artificial situation" (126). James Kinneavy states that ambiguity plays a
role in the various aims of discourse, but he offers scant information about
the capacity of language to express meanings indirectly. Even when discussing literary discourse, he focuses on the concern for clarity and coherence: "In conclusion, then, organization in literature must give primacy to
structure by making it conspicuous, these conspicuous structures must have
an intense horizontal and vertical unity, and they must be harmonious and
fit" (357). Kinneavy does say that ambiguity is "frequently a necessary virtue
in exploratory discourse" (189) and that persuasive discourse employs words
that "refer" to emotional associations, attitudes, affective and conative elements" (287). He is almost entirely concerned, however, with explicit, deno-

tative meaning. All these theorists have developed their work from the
traditional Aristotelian paradigm as it has evolved through the centuries,
which is most inadequate when it is used to describe multi-modal language,
tonal variations, parody, irony, ambivalence, ambiguity. Bakhtin's paradigm,
the rhetorical circle, is particularly useful at helping us to understand these
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blurred usages which, it seems to me, represent much of the language use
we most value.

I shall return to this argument momentarily, but first it is important to
illustrate the ways that Bakhtin allows us to analyze more clearly certain
kinds of dialogical language use where the blurring of the elements is most
clearly evidenced. Bakhtin calls such blurrings "double-voiced" and they
occur often, particularly in narratives where a narrator's (speaker's) language
comes into a zone of dialogical contact with a character's (hero's). In doublevoiced usages, it is usually possible to identify two different semantic orienta-

tionsalmost as if two voices were speaking the same words at once.
Double-voiced utterances represent one of the clearest instances of the dialogic. Here, for example, is what appears to be a short and unremarkable narrative description:
Edward sat down heavily. Where could Ile go? What should he do? He had
no idea which session to attend next.

A conventional analysis of this passage would suggest that a third person narrator is describing the physical and mental actions of Edward. But Bakhtin
draws our attention to the second and third interrogative sentences. Who is
the speaker of those lines? They represent questions within the mind of Ed-

ward, yet they are not offered as interior monologue. On the other hand,
they do not seem to be spoken entirely by the narrator. In fact, they are
double-voiced utterances which simultaneously belong to both speaker and
hero. The voice of the third person narrator (the speaker) has become shot
through with the accents and intentions of the character (the hero). Such
double-voiced utterances are common to narration, since that form of discourse customarily posits at least two distinct consciousnesses. In less obvious ways, double-voiced utterances also occur in other forms of exposition
and analysis.4

The historical writer, David McCullough, provides another useful example of the dialogical merging of speaker with hero, one of many that
could be drawn from his work. McCullough's prose does more than record

factual events from the past; it resonates in such a way that observation
merges with speculation, "author" with "subject." McCullough as writer engages dialogically with his hero, be it the Johnstown Flood, the Brooklyn
Bridge, the Panama Canal, or young Teddy Roosevelt. That dialogic interaction creates the potential for double-voiced discourse which contributes substantially to the meaning and overall aesthetic effect. Here is such a passage
from Mornings on Horseback; in it, McCullough describes one of the most
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traumatic incidents in the boyhood of Teddy Roosevelt: the death of his father. In an expositional paragraph, McCullough states the family's explanation of the elder Theodore's untimely passing:
His father's fatal illness, it had been concluded among the family, stemmed

from a hike he had taken in Maine the previous summer. Theodore had
strained himself somehow mountain climbing, during the stay at Mount
Desert with Bamie. Beyond that there seemed no possible explanation
why someone of such vigorsuch a "splendid mechanism"could have
been brought down. With his Maine guide, a large, bearded, kindly man
named William Sewall, a man as large as Theodore had been, the boy
now hiked twenty, thirty miles a day, all such feats being recorded in his
diary, just as during another summer in the Mountains of Switzerland
when he was ten. (190)

The paragraph begins with a possessive pronoun linking the point of
view to the young Teddy, third-person subject of the preceding paragraph.
Such usage is, of course, transitional, but it also closely associates what follows with the young Roosevelt. The noun phrase, "it had been concluded
among the family," expands that point of view to include the entire family
and it does so emphatically by virtue of its placement between subject and
verb. Within the context of the entire chapter, such a phrase sends a clear
signal that the narrative is veering toward an identification, a dialogic interaction, with the surviving Roosevelts. Infiltrated by the ideas and attitudes of
the family, the narrative voice becomes dialogized, as is apparent in the subsequent sentences. The language assumes a double orientation as if issuing
from both narrator and family. One can feel the groping of the family toward
some explanation with the use of the adverb "somehow" in the second sentence. Even more apparent is the futility of supplying any explanation implied in the third sentence, which seemingly expresses the narrator's point of
view but stylistically and emotionally expresses the family's position that

"there seemed no possible explanation" for Theodore's death. McCullough's use of direct quotation here, "'splendid mechanism,"' introduces the
family's idiom directly, but the familial viewpoint is also strongly implied by

the use of indirectly quoted words such as "vigor" and "brought down,"
terms particularly associated in this context with the nineteenth century
(and, at least in the case of "vigor," with Teddy Roosevelt). The ironic tone
being introduced here is an expression of narratorial skepticism, directed in
this case toward the family's struggle to cling to a purely physical explanation as the cause for the Theodore's death. McCullough's position is that the
elder Roosevelt's political struggles, particularly with Roscoe Conkling who
led the successful fight against Roosevelt's nomination for the Collectorship
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of the Port of New York, contributed directly to his fatal bout with intestinal
cancer. McCullough's undercutting of the family's explanation is, in this instance, accomplished rhetorically through a parodic re-statement of the official Roosevelt explanation. The final sentence of the paragraph moves back
to a more particular identification with the young son and returns the paragraph to the point of view established in the first sentence. It has, however,
become semantically charged by its context. Appearing here without a transition, it seems almost a non sequitur. But McCullough is once again con-

veying his meaning implicitly. By noting the similarity between William
Sewall and the elder Roosevelt, McCullough suggests an implicit identification. Sewall, at least for a time, functions as a kind of surrogate father to the
young Roosevelt, the two of them engaged in an activity that is itself a replication of earlier, happier clays. Taken in its entirety, this passage reveals how
closely McCullough identifies with his subject. This identification assumes
a stylistic profile, in this case a strong suggestion of the ironic created by the
fusion of speaker with hero. One of the rhetorical lessons that David McCullough teaches is that it is not only direct quotation which anchors historical narrative to history, but a dialogic fusion of speaker with hero. Perhaps a
more important lesson for us as readers and teachers of writing is the degree
to which McCullough develops his argument implicitly through tonal shifts
and the use of double-voiced language.
Both of the above examples depict double-voiced, dialogic interaction
between two characters or psychological entities (narrator and Edward; narrator and the Roosevelt family). But, as stated earlier, dialogic interaction
can occur even when the hero is not a character or living being. The following example, from my own prose, illustrates one of these more abstract dialogical interactions:
Theory and practice are equally necessary in the study of mathematics.
They depend upon each other, much the way gluten and yeast are needed
to make bread. Problem solving within a numerical universe takes long
hours, muscle, and sweat; it requires both "know-how" and "know-that," so

that when the loaf fallsas all. loaves occasionally dowe can use our experience to prevent future failures.

In these sentences, "theory and practice" are being compared to "gluten and
yeast"; studying mathematics is thus analogous to making bread. Comparison alone is not dialogical, but in the process of making this one the language becomes, at least to some extent, dialogized. This is apparent in the
third sentence which states that problem solving demands "long hours, muscle, and sweat." The language of manual labor here has been transposed
into a numerical context. The words create associations of the factory, rather
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than of an academic subject. In the remainder of this sentence, the language is balanced between these two ideologically opposed contexts, so that
simple and complex verbal and syntactical constructions are created consecutively within the same sentence. Moreover, the pun apparent in "needed to
make bread" is another example of rudimentary dialogism. Puns by their
very nature imply two meanings at once. They are a focal point for clashing
points of view, irreconcilable meanings. Their humor, such as it is, results
from that dialogical interaction.
Even in such brief examples, I hope it is clear that Bakhtin's paradigm
leads us toward aesthetic concerns in language. Bakhtin is most concerned
with sophisticated language use, with forms that convey multiple orientations and interpretations. As experience readers,' writers, and teachers of
fictional and nonfictional prose, so are we. Our post-romantic view of the
aesthetic is inextricably bound up with this concept of the polysemantic because of our preoccupations with continuing interpretation and the primary
role of the reader in making meaning. Bakhtin's theories of language provide a firm vantage point from which one can explore such linguistic terri-

torynot just the symbolic and the ambiguous, but the more common
forms of dialogically charged language. The passages analyzed above, for example, are not ambiguous, but they can be characterized as having a capac-

ity for meaning that doubles upon itself, as if the words were layered
semantically. The conclusion I would like to draw is that much of the writing (fictional and nonfictional) that we most value can be characterized as
being dialogical in these ways. Dialogism in language leads insistently to the
aesthetic.
Robert Pirsig reinforces this Bakhtinian argument in Zen and the Art
of Motorcycle Maintenance. For Pirsig, as for Bakhtin, Quality (the aesthetic) is possible only when traditional categorical distinctions are broken
down, when classical and romantic conceptions of reality are fused. Pirsig
argues that
Quality is not just the result of a collision between subject and object.... It
is not subordinate to them in any way. It has created them. They are subordinate to it! (234)

Quality unites traditional oppositions in a moment of pre-rational perception before traditional categorization asserts itself. Throughout Zen, Pirsig
struggles to describe and define Quality using the dualistic terms of western
civilization while.simultaneously denying the dualism explicitly in his argument and implicitly within the plot structure of the motorcycle journey.
Quality, for Pirsig, is identification (290); it is unselfconsciousness (288); it
466

466

Mikhail Bakhtin as Rhetorical Theorist

is a relationship between the human and the experiential (368). "Quality is
not a thing," he says. "It is an event" (233). Like the dialogic that Bakhtin describes, Quality is elusive and peripheral. States Pirsig:
You point to something as having Quality and the Quality tends to go away.
Quality is what you see out of the corner of your eye ... (335)

It is "reality itself, ever changing, ultimately unknowable in any kind of
fixed, rigid way" (373). According to Pirsig, rhetoric has too passionately attached itself to empirical formulations and rigid taxonomies. It has created

inflexible oppositions that have falsified our relations with the world and
ourselves. In arguing for Quality, Pirsig's Zen establishes the philosophical
and rhetorical assumptions for Bakhtin's theory of language and aesthetics.
Bakhtin's work represents a renewed effort to continue the kind of rhetorical
tradition that Pirsig extols among the ancient sophists. Bakhtin's passionate
concern is to analyze the interrelationships between words, linguistic forms,
styles. For Bakhtin, as for Pirsig, the word is a mirror image of consciousness
that is forever in flux; thus it continually refracts the brilliant light of analysis

that is concentrated upon it. In order to prevent ourselves from being
blinded, we must develop our peripheral vision so that we can see not only
Truth but Quality.
Clearly, then, Mikhail Bakhtin's ideas about language and aesthetics are
reiterated by Robert Pirsig. Both insist on complicating our view of language
and urge us to resist the natural human drive to understand through rigid
definition and concrete specification. Not everything that matters can be
pointed to on a page. Indeed, much of what really matters in writing is im-

manent. We attach metaphors to such concepts in order to understand
themmetaphors such as voice, style, tone, image. As writing teachers, we
tend not to pay attention to such elements probably because we are afraid of
their elusiveness. It is much safer to point to poor usage, an awkward con-.
struction, a botched paragraph. Reading Bakhtin develops our ability to read
for these qualities in language and reaffirms their importance. Without allowing for these transcendent possibilities, we are bound to conceive of the
world in terms. that deny the very qualit}, we most value.
There is rouch,more to Bakhtin than just this thumbnail sketch of a few
of his ideas on language. Instead of continuing to paraphrase and condense
what should be react in full, however, I would like to conclude by illustrating the usefulness of his perspective by analyzing a text, specifically John
McPhee's most recent work of nonfiction, La Place de la Concorde Suisse, a

book which presents the particular and idiosyncratic genius ofthe Swiss
Army. McPhee is celebrated as one of the finest journalistic writers in
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America, praise which his work deserves. What is generally unacknowledged is the degree to which aesthetic elements in his work ensure him a
more enduring place in literary history as one of the finest practitioners of
aesthetic nonfictional prose in the twentieth century. Bakhtin's critical insights encourage us to see these elements in McPhee. For the purposes of
this essay, I will limit my analysis to the opening paragraph of the section
which describes Luc Massy, a patrol leader in the Swiss Army, as he engages
in his fulltime civilian occupation as winemaker in the Epesses vineyard he

owns along with his father. It is a substantial paragraph, but it needs to be
quoted in full:
The cave was a ganglion of hoses and tubes: Massy fixing leaks with surgical cotton, Massy on a ladder with a light bulb and a cord, Massy inside the
cuves. He was wearing high rubber boots, bluejeans, and a rubber apron

over a cotton football shirt bearing the number "26" and the name
"BROWNS." He was racking a new whitein its taste a hint of something
foul. Time had come to separate the wine from its lees. The ladder was
leaning against the tiled wall of a cuve a tall and narrow chamber full of
wine. On the outside of the cuve, a column of wine in a clear-plastic tube
reported the depth inside. In this cave were twenty-one cuves, also a big
oak caskin all, a hundred and thirty-five thousand litres of wine. Massy
was working alone. He was working like a soldier. With a hose that could
have put out a fire, he sent most of the contents of a cuve into an aeration
tub, where it spilled like a fountain into a foaming pool and by another
hose was sucked away. The wine was not at all attractive. It looked like
floodwater, like weak tea with skim milk in it, like something a chemical
company had decided to hide. Sometimes he was interrupted by people
who came to the cave to buy the product from the oenologist himself. Between rackings, he might have a few moments to sit and read La Tribune
du Matin, but scarcely enough time to turn a page. He was racking at the
rate of thirty-two thousand litres a day. Now and again, he picked up something that looked like a flamethrower and shot needles of cold water with
steamlike force over the walls and floor of the cave. "If you are cleanif

everything that touches the wine is cleanit is easy to make wine," he
said. From time to time, he would pick up a small hose and let a slow
downbending stream of wine fall past his tongue until he found the moment where the quality stopped. When a cuve was drawn down and its
wine transferred, he opened a small oak door at the bottom and mucked
out the offensive lees. They came forth like a warm coffee ice cream that
had begun to sour. Putting on a yellow rain slicker, an impermeable yellow
hat, Massy then crawled inside the cuve. If odor could kill, he would have
fallen dead. He hosed out the interior. This had been a most unusual year,
he said from insidehis voice distorted, tympanic, echoing, fermenting.
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He said Ile would be making about a hundred and seventy thousand
litresa volume approaching twice his annual average. There had been a
fine spring, a better summer, with ample but not excessive rain. "Also," lie
added, "for four years the vines have not given much." (37-38)

Bakhtin encourages us to be sensitive to the ideological implications of
language, to read for tone and suggestion, concerns which are particularly
appropriate to this McPhee passage. Most particularly, Bakhtin is concerned
with interpretive doubling, with usages that exhibit twofold orientations,
like parody and irony. The term "dialogical," as I have explicated it in this
essay, is an umbrella term which describes this merging of voices, speaker
with hero and listener, one writer with another. Language, for Bakhtin, is a
conversation where a great many people talk at once. McPhee's writing exemplifies a great many of these concerns, for McPhee may best be characterized as a writer of understatement and consolidation, that is, one who
compresses his meanings, folding them within language.
Up until this paragraph, McPhee has written of Massy as soldier in the
Swiss Army, that is, he has been defined within a military context as a patrol
leader on a practice reconnaissance in the Swiss country surrounding the

Simplon Tunnel. Only at the very end of the preceding section does
McPhee reveal that Massy is one of the premier wine-makers and winetesters in Switzerland and that three days earlier he was in Epesses making
wine. Suddenly lie is in a cave, which is later explained to be the basement
of his home (and winery). The word, "cave," however accurately and literally it describes Massy's work area, also creates a bridge between the moun-

tainous setting of the previous section and this one; it suggests a double
context of natural and constructed, outside and inside. McPhee is a master
at creating these kinds of double associations which produce a semantic tension in his language. As Massy works inside the cave, McPhee uses descriptive terms such as "floodwater" and "slow downbending stream" to reinforce
this doubling. He introduces a new thematic element with his use of "ganglion," an anatomical term, which finds an echo in the phrase "Massy fixing
leaks with surgical cotton." Winemaker has become surgeon, with cave as
body. Throughout this paragraph which describes Massy's activities, one
finds the stylistic influence of the contexts of mountain and operating room,
soldier and surgeon. Both professions are physically demanding; both emphasize decisiveness, thoroughness, precision, attention to detail. Massy's
concern for cleanliness, his "working like a soldier," his use of "something"
that "looked like a flamethrower" clearly suggest the military. His continuous hosing and scrubbing, and the description of the wine which "by another hose was sucked away" suggest, to a lesser extent, surgical procedures.
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Surgeon, soldier, winemaker Massy is stylistically created as all of these
within this one passage.
One effect this has is to undercut Massy at the same time that his expertise is being extolled. Massy's activities, after all, cannot he favorably compared to that of surgeon or soldier. The stylistic analogies create an

ideological tension that expresses itself through irony. The gently ironic
point of view is established in other ways as well. The opening sentence cre-

ates a parodic militaristic parallel in its syntax and rhythm. The three absolute clauses beginning with "Massy," each piling up on top of the other,
suggest Tennyson's "Charge of the Light Brigade" with its famous three-line
refrain, "Cannon to right of them,/Cannon to left of them,/Cannon behind
them . ." Even without a direct echoing of the line, the highly stylized absolutes evoke epic phrasing. Neither as winemaker nor as soldier can Massy
be construed as epic hero; the parallel is an ironic one. And irony, as was
pointed out earlier, is one form of the dialogical.
Literate and literary as he is, McPhee frequently creates phrasing that
.

echoes other popular and literary expressions. Such phrasings can be felt
elsewhere as well. The sentence "Time had come to separate the wine from
its lees" attracts attention to itself because of its lack of an opening article; it
echoes the famous line from Lewis Carroll, 'The time has come,' the Walrus said, To talk of many things'" a poem which describes a different kind
of harvest. The allusion is all the more indirect (and perhaps even unconscious) by virtue of the omitted article. McPhee's usage of "They came
forth" to describe the draining of the lees suggests a biblical context, perhaps
the going forth of Noah and all the living creatures from the ark, after another kind of flood and redemption, or the story of Jonah swallowed up, like
Massy, inside the belly of a beast. His employment of the term "oenologist"
(which. is, after all, a studier rather than a maker of wine) creates an ironic

scientific and technical aura around Massy as he works in his Cleveland
Browns shirt. The word contributes to the ironic cast of the passage all the
more for its academic connotation. It also establishes, as does the use of

technical terms and detailed place names elsewhere, the authority of
McPhee. Bakhtin forces us to pay attention to such rhetorical and dialogical
possibilities in word and phrase, and they provide an ever-widening set of associations and evaluative responses to the reader.5
The last section Of this paragraph also deserves mention; here McPhee
employs language that is most clearly dialogical. He begins by indirectly
quoting Massy, and then describes his voice inside the cuve as "distorted,
tympanic, echoing, fermenting." That last participle shifts the ground of the
comparison: Massy's voice has become the grape inside the vat. McPhee
continues to use indirect qnotatiOn in the next sentence. But the following
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declarative shifts toward the double-voiced, for it is not quite clear whether

Massy, McPhee, or the two together state that "There had been a fine
spring, a better summer, with ample but not excessive rain." The sentence
conveys the meaning of Massy but the diction and syntax of McPhee. Immediately McPhee anchors it to Massy by his use of "he added" in the following sentence. Yet the effect of the dialogical persists, creating a blend of
voices which adds a resonance to the end of the paragraph.6
What I hope such an analysis suggests is the interpretive richness of lan-

guage. It may well be that other readersand John McPhee himself
would disagree with my reading, wanting to limit or expand it further. Yet I
would hope that all readers would concur that such an interpretation is only
unusual in the degree to which it attends to the kinds of language issues that
Bakhtin so brilliantly articulates. Such analysis is, of course, possible with all
discourse. Bakhtin's insights encourage us to produce richer discourse as
writers and more fully participate in the rich discourse produced by others.

Once we realize the extent to which all language is saturated with other
styles, idioms, and modes of speaking and writing, we become better readers
and, by extension, better teachers of reading and writing. Bakhtin's perspectives on language suggest an exciting new development for contemporary
rhetorical theory.

NOTES
1. Scholars disagree on this point, which may never be resolved. In his introduction to
The Dialogic imagination, Michael Holquist explains that "There is a great controversy over
the authorship of three books that have been ascribed to Bakhtin: Freudianism (1927) and
Marxism and the Philosophy of Language (1929; 2nd ed. 1930), both published under the
name of V. N. Voloshinov, and The Formal Method in Literary Scholarship (1928), published
under the name of P. N. Medvedev. . The view of the present editor is that ninety percent
of the text of the three books in question is indeed the work of Bakhtin himself" (xxvi). This is
a reasonable conclusion. The ideas presented in theSe works are sufficiently complex and sophisticated that it is difficult to imagine two individuals writing so similarly at the same time
within the same community. More likely, Voloshinov may have readily agreed to publish the
works under Bakhtin's name so that the latter's ideas could be brought into academic cur.

.

rency. Some intellectual collaboration among the individuals in Bakhtin's circle was inevitable in any case. In the final estimate, it makes little difference whether there was one
author named Bakhtin, or several named Bakhtin-Voloshinov-Medvedev; what is important
is that the works exist and provide an illuminating perspective on language. Concerning this
question, see in particular Katerina Clark's and Michael Holquist's fine biography, Mikhail
Bakhtin, especially ch. 6.
2. The parallels between Vygotsky and Bakhtin are striking. Born within a year of each
other in czarist Russia, both men followed similar studies and both ran afoul of Stalinist ideology. Both men studied language as it manifested itself within the social setting, although Vygotsky's concern is developmental while Bakhtin's is more literary-critical. Both celebrate
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language as the means through which human beings understand the world and themselves.
Vygotsky's famous statement in Thought and Language that "A word devoid of thought is a
dead thing, and a thought unembodied in words remains a shadow" (153) could just as easily
be ascribed to Bakhtin. According to Katerina Clark and Michael Holquist, Bakhtin had read
Vygotsky's early work, but I think it is safe to say that there is little direct influence there
(382). Although Bakhtin cites a wide range of historical and contemporary theorists, critics,
and linguists throughout his work, he never mentions Vygotsky. For another perspective on
the relationship of Bakhtin's work to Vygotsky's see, Caryl Emerson, esp. 251-57.
3. For the unfortunate consequences of Milic's line of thinking see the insightful analysis by C. H. Knoblauch and Lil Brannon (41-47).
4. In The Dialogic Imagination, Bakhtin states that "Form and content in discourse are
one, once we understand that verbal discourse is a social phenomenonsocial throughout
its entire range and in each and every of its factors, from the sound image to the furthest
reaches of abstract meaning" (259). As is so often the case in Bakhtin's work, verbal discourse
is quickly extended to represent all discourse, verbal and written. (See, for example Marxism
and the Philosophy of Language, where Bakhtin states that "A book, i.e., a verbal performance
in print, is also an element of verbal communication" [95].) Bakhtin's statement concerning
"form and content" opens his masterful, lengthy analysis of stylized forms of writing, "Discourse in the Novel." Later in this essay, he struggles toward another definition of style: "Style
can be defined as the fundamental and creative [triple] relationship of discourse to its object,
to the speaker himself and to another's discourse; style strives organically to assimilate material into language and language into material" (Dialogical Imagination, [378]). For Bakhtin,
style emerges out of the interaction that is a precondition for all language development.
5. Bakhtin develops his ideas about this form of discourse most directly in Marxism and
the Philosophy of Language, esp. chs. 3 and 4. See also Problems, ch. 5. In an excellent summarizing article in PTL, Brian McHale concludes that of all the contemporary theorists who
have analyzed this form of utterance, Bakhtin is the most insightful.
6. One other line deserves specific mention McPhee's statement that "He was racking
a new white in its taste a hint of something foul." There is a resonance to this line that I find
difficult to explain. It suggests the horror genre with its emphatic placement of "foul," or perhaps Hamlet ("Something is rotten in the state of Denmark"). Whatever it is, I cannot identify it, though the line shimmers with interpretive possibility.
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SECTION FIVE

Talking about Selves and Schools
On Voice, Voices, and Other Voices

Once we claim that all knowledge is socially constructed, imbricated in
times and places and cultures, we are compelled to articulate those times
and places and cultures. What is the academic discourse community? Is it as
homogeneous as it appears? And if it is, what does that suggestthat there
are cultures (which includes the cultures as defined by gender and sexual
preferences) which are not part of, or at least recognized by, the academic

community? Who comprises the academic community? Who are its students? Each question generates another.
The first answer says, "Let's hear from the members of the community,
its teachers and its students." So the essay form returns to a central place in
the curriculum as narrative discourse, the autobiographical. The 1966 Dartmouth conference suggests a psychological and developmental justification

for narrative writing, but there is an even earlier precedent. In the 1930s
Fred Newton Scott of the University of Michigan advocates a writing instruction consisting of the relation between personal experience and the external world, an individual within society, a matter of civic responsibility.
Scott's theory regains popularity in the 1980s, though the curriculum is associated with the Brazilian pedagogical theorist Paulo Freire rather than with
Scott. Greg Myers will broaden this picture.
When in the early 1970s, the City University of New York opens its
doors to any high school graduate wanting admission, the social and the political join the discussion on the value of narrative and the value of more
conventional forms of academic discourse. With open admissions, the colleges of the CUNY system are besieged by scores of students who would not
have been able to attend college under older admissions policies. These are

studentsmainly from among the poor and mainly people of colorwho
believe themselves to be college material. And their college teachers agree
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that these students are otherwise brightexcept that the students' reading
and writing abilities are so significantly lower than what would be necessary
for success in college that many came to believe that the students were victims of some sort of cognitive shortcoming, as we have seen.
The colleges are baffled. A new range of research is developed to confront and assist these "new" students, nontraditional students, remedial, developmental students. Finally, Mina Shaughnessy coins the term "basic
writers," and in the first truly empathetic research work on basic writers, she
looks to patterns of error in these students' writing, not cognitive dysfunction. This research takes shape as Errors and Expectations: A Guide for the
Teacher of Basic Writing.

But for all its sympathy, there are those who would go a step farther, to
try to understand the social processes that could relegate such a large number to the trouble-heap, a large number with two essential qualities in commonbeing poor and not being from the racial or ethnic majority. And in
trying to understand, this newer line of scholarship tries to circumvent re-

producing a school system that has traditionally failed to educate the
woman, the poor, or the person of color at the same grade of efficiency as
others. This gets complicated as rhetorical theory looks to how language is
not only the conveyor of knowledge but also the way knowledge becomes
known.
Women show a way. They assert their role within the society at large and

within the academy. The central role of women in composition studies
makes feminist issues unignorable, with women making up the greater number of the teaching force. Women assume key roles in developing contem-

porary composition as figures like Janet Emig, Mina Shaughnessy, and
Andrea Lunsford, to name too few, come to the forefront. And given American feminism's turn to the autobiographical in its popular and its academic
writing, composition's turn to narrative receives further reinforcement.
People of color follow suit. But here the question arises as to the decided
lack of people of color in the academy and an even more remarkable lack of
scholars of color in composition studies. In trying to arrive at an answer, a

new question ariseswhether students of color and from poverty are better
served in learning the more conventional ways of academic discourse than
in learning narrative. The question becomes how to teach writing in such a
way as not to alienate.

The result is to look at the Marxian Mikhail Bakhtin, Antonio Gramsci, Paulo Freire. Mikhail Bakhtin, as Charles Schuster makes clear, points
to discourse as inherently social, and if social, thereby political. But per-

haps the most influential figure in rethinking the political in teaching is
Paulo Freire. Freire is kind of a stew of modern trends in Marxism. There's
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a dash of Lukacs, a couple of cups of Althusser, some chunks of Sartre's
and Lefebvre's existentialism (which smells a lot like liberalism), and a
healthy portion of Gramsci. At the heart of Freire is conscientizacao. Conscientizacao has been translated as "critical consciousness." Critical consciousness is being able to see the dialectical relation between the self and
society, the causes Of alienation, the recognition that society contains social, political, and economic conditions which are at odds with the individual will to freedom.
The "will to freedom" is an existentialist notion. When that recognition
is given voice, and a decision is made to do something about the contradiction between the individual and the society's workings against individual
freedom, even if the action is no more than giving voice, there is praxis. The

way to arrive at critical consciousness for Freire is through generative
themes. Generative themes are critical assessments of limit-situations, the
myths that keep us from the totality.
And how this gets played out is with Freire having students look at their

individual histories and cultures in order to compare those histories and
ways of being with what they are led to believe are their places in the world,
making the contradictions between their worldviews and the official worldviews explicit.
So Freire's process begins with private, lived experience. These experi-

ences are generalized. In generalizing personal events, students find that
nothing is value-free, that all is in one way or another political, is always affected by and affecting their conduct as citizens of the various communities
they travel within and through. Students discover that they are constantly in
dialectical relationships with, in conflict with, alienated from, their environments and that these environments are affected by social, political, and economic circumstances and events. Personal lives must contend with social,
political, and economic situations. For Freire, the more students are aware
of the dialectic, the more they can affect changes in their selves and in their
environments. In short, the more the dialectic is recognized as such, the
greater the chance for lessening alienation. Rather than teach students how
to think, which can too easily mean what to think, Freire would have us
show students that they think.
For David Bartholomae, however, the process does not have to be realized through narrative and autobiography alone. There is academic survival,
so maybe all that is necessary is that students come to question consciously

and explicitlythat there is a dominant language and a dominant set of
ways with that language that reflect power relations. But in the final analysis,
at this .stage in composition's conversations, we are left more with the questions than with answers.
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Writing with Teachers
A Conversation with Peter Elbow
DAVID BARTHOLOMAE

At the 1989 and 1991 meetings of CCCC, Peter Elbow and I began a public
conversation about personal and academic writing. We have had several opportunities to continue it in private and we have decided to go public once
again, partly because we find it useful to think these questions through in
conversation (and partly because the conversation we had in 1989 has been
reproduced as the Bartholomae/Elbow debate in ways we would like to challenge or revise). Here are the texts of the talks we gave at the 1991 CCCC in
Boston, followed by a brief response from each of us.
[Editor's note: Bartholomae's and Elbow's responses to each other, along
with a set of further comments on their exchange, appear in the next two chapters of this hook.]

WHERE TO BEGIN?
Most discussions like the one we are about to have begin or end by fretting
over the central term, academic writing. It is clear that this is not just a contested term, but a difficult one to use with any precision. If, for example, it
Means the writing that is done by academics, or the writing that passes as
currency in the academy, then it is a precise term only when it is loaded:

academic writingthe unreadable created by the unspeakable; academic
writingstuffy, pedantic, the price of a career; academic writingpure,
Reprinted from College Composition and Communication 46.1 (February 1995): 62-71.
Used with permission
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muscular, lean, taut, the language of truth and reason; academic writing
language stripped of the false dressings of style and fashion, a tool for inquiry
and critique.
And so on. I don't need to belabor this point. Academic writing is a single thing only in convenient arguments. If you collect samples of academic
writing, within or across the disciplines, it has as many types and categories,

peaks and valleys, as writing grouped under any other general category:
magazine writing, business writing, political writing, sports writing. Or, I
could put it this way: Within the writing performed in 1990 under the
rubric of English studies, writing by English professors, you can find writing

that is elegant, experimental, sentimental, autobiographical, spare, dull,
pretentious, abstract, boring, dull, whatever.
If I am here to argue for academic writing as part of an undergraduate's
training, or as a form or motive to be taught/examined in the curriculum, I
need to begin by saying that I am not here to argue for stuffy, lifeless prose or
for mechanical (or dutiful) imitations of standard thoughts and forms. We
need a different set of terms to frame the discussion. It is interesting, in fact,

to consider how difficult it is to find positive terms for academic writing
when talking to a group of academics, including those who could he said to
do it for a living. It is much easier to find examples or phrases to indicate our
sense of corporate shame or discomfort.

I don't have time to pursue this line of argument here, but I think it is
part and parcel of the anti-professionalism Fish argues is a pose of both the
academic right (for whom the prose in our journals is evidence of bad faith,
of the pursuit of trends, an abandonment of the proper pursuit of humane
values, great books), but also for the academic left (for whom professional
practice is the busy work we do because we are co-opted). For both, academic writing is what you do when you are not doing your "real" work.

MY POSITION, I THINK
I want to argue that academic writing is the real work of the academy. I also
want to argue for academic writing as a key term in the study of writing and
the practice of instruction. In fact, I want to argue that if you are teaching
courses in the university, courses where students write under your supervi-

sion, they can't not do it and you can't not stand for it (academic writing,
that is) and, therefore, it is better that it be done out in the open, where questions can be asked and responsibilities assumed, than to be done in hiding
or under another name.
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To say this another way, there is no writing that is writing without teachers. I think I would state this as a general truth, but for today let me say that
there is no writing done in the academy that is not academic writing. To hide
the teacher is to hide the traces of power, tradition and authority present at
the scene of writing (present in allusions to previous work, in necessary work
with sources, in collaboration with powerful theories and figures, in footnotes
and quotations and the messy business of doing your work in the shadow of
others). Thinking of writing as academic writing makes us think of the page
as crowded with othersor it says that this is what we learn in school, that
our writing is not our own, nor are the stories we tell when we tell the stories
of our livesthey belong to TV, to Books, to Culture and History.
To offer academic writing as something else is to keep this knowledge
from our students, to keep them from confronting the power politics of discursive practice, or to keep them from confronting the particular representations of power, tradition and authority reproduced whenever one writes.
NowI say this as though it were obvious. Students write in a space defined by all the writing that has preceded them, writing the academy insistently draws together: in the library, in the reading list, in the curriculum. This
is the busy, noisy, intertextual spaceone usually hidden in our representations of the classroom; one that becomes a subject in the classroom when we
ask young writers to think about, or better yet, confront, their situatedness.
And yet, it is also obvious that there are many classrooms where students
are asked to imagine that they can clear out a space to write on their own, to
express their own thoughts and ideas, not to reproduce those of others. As I
think this argument through, I think of the pure and open space, the frontier
classroom, as a figure central to composition as it is currently constructed.
The open classroom; a free writing. This is the master trope. And, I would say,
it is an expression of a desire for an institutional space free from institutional
pressures, a cultural process free from the influence of culture, an historical
moment outside of history, an academic setting free from academic writing.
Whose desire? That is a hard question to answer, and I will finesse it for
the moment. I don't want to say that it is Peter's; I think it is expressed in
Peter's work.
I can, however, phrase this question: "Whose desire is this, this desire for

freedom, empowerment, an open field?" I think I can phrase the question
in terms of the larger debate in the academy about the nature of discourse
and the humanities. The desire for a classroom free from the past is an expression of the desire for presence or transcendence, for a common language, free from jargon and bias, free from evasion and fear; for a language
rooted in common sense rather than special sense, a language that renders
481
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(makes present) rather than explains (makes distant). It is a desire with a particularly American inflection and a particular resonance at a moment in the
academy when it has become harder and harder to cast any story, let alone
the story of education, in a setting that is free, Edenic or Utopian.

"I have learned to relinquish authority in my classroom." flow many
times do we hear this now as the necessary conclusion in an argument about
the goals of composition? "I want to empower my students." "I want to give

my- students ownership of their work." What could it mean to have this
power over language, history and culture? to own it?
Unless it means stepping outside of the real time and place of our writ-

ingheading down the river, heading out to the frontier, going nowhere.
Unless it means stepping oub of language and out of time. I am arguing for a
class in time, one that historicizes the present, including the present evoked

in students' writing. Inside this linguistic present, students (with instructionmore precisely, with lessons in critical reading) can learn to feel and
see their position inside a text they did not invent and can never, at least completely, control. Inside a practice: linguistic, rhetorical, cultural, historical.
As I an thinking through this argument, I read Peter's work as part of a

much larger project to preserve and reproduce the figure of the author, an
independent, self-creative, self-expressive subjectivity. I see the argument
against academic writing, and for another writing, sometimes called personal or expressive writing, as part of a general argument in favor of the author, a much beleaguered figure in modern American English departments.
This is one way that the profession, English, has of arguing out the nature
and role of writing as a subject. of instructionPersonal writing/academic
writingthis opposition is the structural equivalent to other arguments, arguments about authorship and ownership, about culture and the individual,
about single author courses, about the canon.
And these arguments are part of still other arguments, with different inflections, about production and consumption, about reading and writing,
about presence and transcendence, culture and individualism arguments
working themselves out in particular ways at conferences and in papers in
many settings connected to the modern academy. The desire for an open
space, free from the past, is a powerful desire, deployed throughout the discourses of modern life, including the discourses of education.

THE CONTACT ZONE
When we talk about academic writing at CCCC, I don't think we are talk-

ing about discourse at least, after Foucault, as discourse is a technical
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term. We are not, in other words, talking about particular discursive prac-

tices and how they are reproduced or policed within the academic
disciplines.

I would say that we are talking about sites, possible scenes of writing,
places, real and figurative, where writing is produced. This is why so much

time is spent talking about the classroom and its literal or metaphorical
arrangement of power and authoritywhere do we sit, who talks first, who
reads the papers. Whether we rearrange the furniture in the classroom or rearrange the turns taken by speakers in a discussion, these actions have no
immediate bearing on the affiliations of power brought into play in writing.
At worst, the "democratic" classroom becomes the sleight of hand we perfect in order to divert attention for the unequal distribution of power that is
inherent in our positions as teachers, as figures of institutional/disciplinary
authority, and inherent in the practice of writing, where one is always second, derivative, positidned, etc.
I am trying to think about the scene of writing as a discursive space. So
let me say that we shouldn't think of ourselves as frontier guides but as managers, people who manage substations in the cultural network, small shops
in the general production of readers and writers. We don't choose this; it is
the position we assume as teachers. If, from this position, we are going to do
anything but preside over the reproduction of forms and idioms, we have to
make the classroom available for critical inquiry, for a critique that is part of
the lesson of practice. We have to do more, that is, than manage.
If our goal is to make a writer aware of the forces at play in the production of knowledge, we need to highlight the classroom as a substationas a
real space, not as an idealized utopian space. There is no better way to investigate the transmission of power, tradition and authority than by asking students to do what academics do: work with the past, with key texts (we have
been teaching Emerson, Rich, Simon Frith on rock and roll); working with
other's terms (key terms from Rich, like "patriarchy," for example); struggling with the problems of quotation, citation and paraphrase, where one

version of a student's relationship to the past is represented by how and
where he quotes Rich (does he follow the block quotation with commentary

of his own? can Rich do more than "support" an argument, can a student
argue with Rich's words, use them as a point to push off from?).

I want this issue to be precise as well as abstract. You can teach a lot
about a writer's possible relations with the past by looking at how and why
she uses a passage from an assigned text. This is not, in other words, simply a
matter of reproducing standard texts, but as using them as points of deflection, appropriation, improvisation, or penetration (those are Mary Louise
Pratt's terms). But you can't do this without making foremost the situated483
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ness of writing, without outlining in red the network of affiliations that constitute writing in the academy.
Let me do this another way. There is a student in my class writing an
essay on her family, on her parents' divorce. We've all read this essay. We've
read it because the student cannot invent a way of talking about family, sex
roles, separation. Her essay is determined by a variety of forces: the genre of
the personal essay as it has shaped this student and this moment; attitudes
about the family and divorce; the figures of "Father" and "Mother" and
"Child" and so on. The moment of this essay is a moment of the general
problematics of writingwho does what to whom; who does the writing,
what can an individual do with the cultural field? Of course we can help the
student to work on this essay by letting her believe it is hersto think that
the key problem is voice, not citation; to ask for realistic detail rather than to
call attention to figuration. Almost two hundred years of sentimental realism
prepares all of us for these lessons. We can teach students to be more effective producers of this product. We can also teach them its critique. Perhaps
here is a way of talking about the real issues in the debate over academic

writing? How can you not reproduce the master narrative of family life?
How might a student writer negotiate with the professional literature? How
and what might it mean to talk back to (or to talk with) Adrienne Rich about
family life? What does it mean for a student to claim that her own experience holds equivalent status with Rich's memories as material to work on?

TEACHERS AS WRITERS
We have several examples of academics announcing that they are now abandoning academic writing. I am thinking of Jane Tompkins' recent article,
"Me and My Shadow." I am thinking of other similar moments of transcendence: Mina Shaughnessy's use of Hoggart and Baldwin as writers who

could use autobiography to do intellectual work. I am thinking of Mike
Rose's book, Lives on the Boundary. I am thinking of the recent issue of
PRE/TEXT devoted to "expressive writing." I am thinking of the roles Gretel
Ehrlich or Richard Selzer have played at this conference, or for scholars like

Peter and Chuck Schuster. Or that wonderful session of CCCC where
Nancy Sommers and Pat Hoy presented extended personal essays as conference papers. I am thinking of Don McQuade's chair's address at the 1989
CCCC. I am thinking of some of Peter's prose. And some of my own.
I seem to be saying that one cannot not write academic discourse, and
yet here are examples of the academics pushing at the boundaries in decidedly academic settings. I don't see this as a contradiction. I would say that
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these are not examples of transcendence but of writers calling up, for a variety of purposes, different (but highly conventional) figures of the writer.
These are writers taking pleasure in (or making capital of) what are often
called "literary devices" dialogue, description, the trope of the real, the figure of the writer at the center of sentimental realism. There is great pleasure
in writing this way (making the world conform to one's image, exalting one's
"point of view"), and there are strategic reasons for not doing academic writing when it is expectedI would say all great academic writers know this. I

would call the writing I cited above examples of blurred genres, not free
writing, and both genres represent cultural interests (in reproducing the distinct versions of experience and knowledge). In my department, this other
form of narrative is often called "creative nonfiction" or "literary nonfiction" it is a way to celebrate individual vision, the detail of particular
worlds. There is an argument in this kind of prose too, an argument about
what is real and what it means to inhabit the real. The danger is assuming
that one genre is more real than the other (a detailed, loving account of the
objects in my mother's kitchen is more "real" than a detailed loving account
of the discourse on domesticity found in 19th century American women's
magazines) in assuming that one is real writing and the other is only a
kind of game academics play. The danger lies in letting these tendentious
terms guide the choices we make in designing the curriculum.

A BRIEF HISTORY
Why, we might ask, do we have such a strong desire to talk about schooling
as though it didn't have to be schooling, a disciplinary process? I have started
one answer it is part of a general desire to erase the past and its traces from
the present.
I would also say that our current conversations are very much a product

of an important moment in composition in the early 1970s one in which
Peter played a key role. At a time when the key questions facing composition could have been phrased as questions of linguistic differencewhat is
good writing and how is that question a question of race, class, or gender?

at a time when composition could have made the scene of instruction the
object of scholarly inquiry, there was a general shift away from questions of
value and the figure of the writer in a social context of writing to questions
of process and the figure of the writer as an individual psychology. If you
turn to work by figures who might otherwise be thought of as dissimilar
Britton, Moffett, Emig, Northrop Frye, Jerome Bruner you will find a
common displacement of the social and a celebration of the individual as
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fundamentally (or ideally) congruent with culture and history. Here is how
it was phrased: There is no real difference between the child and the adult
(that's Bruner); the curriculum is in the learner (that's Moffett and Britton);
we find the universal mind of man in the work of individuals (that's Frye).
All find ways of equating change with growth, locating both the process and
the mechanism within an individual psychology, equating the learner with
that which must be learned. And, as a consequence, schooling becomes
secondary, not the primary scene of instruction, but a necessary evil in a
world that is not well-regulated, where people would naturally mature into
myth or prose or wisdom. School is secondary, instrumental, something to
be overcome. And, in a similar transformation, writing becomes secondary,
instrumental (to thinking or problem solving or deep feeling or unconscious imaginative forces).
I would say that the argument that produces archetypal criticism produces cognitive psychology, free writing, and new journalism: I've got
Bruner, Linda FloWer, Peter, Torn Wolfe, and John McPhee all lined up in
this genealogy, this account of the modern curricular production of the independent author, the celebration of point-of-view as individual artifact, the
promotion of sentimental realism (the true story of what I think, feel, know
and see).

CONCLUSION, OR,

SO HOW DO I GET OUT OF THIS?
I am at the point where I should have a conclusion, but I don't. I could say
this is strategic. Peter and I are having a conversation, and so it would be
rude to conclude. Let me reimagine my position by rephrasing the questions that allow me access to it. Here is how I would now phrase the questions that I take to be the key questions in the debate on academic writing:
Should we teach new, journalism or creative non-fiction as part of the re-

quired undergraduate curriculum? That is, should all students be required
to participate in a first person, narrative or expressive genre whose goal it is
to reproduce the ideology of sentimental realismwhere a world is made in
the image of a single, authorizing point of view? a narrative that celebrates a
world made up of the details of private life and whose hero is sincere?
I don't have an easy answer to this question. It is like asking, should students be allowed to talk about their feelings after reading The Color Purple?
Of course they should, but where and when? and under whose authority?
I think it is possible to say that many students will not feel the pleasure
or power of authorship unless we make that role available. Without our
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classes, students will probably not have the pleasure or the power of believing they are the figure that they have seen in pieces they have read: the fig-

ure who is seeing the world for the first time, naming it, making their
thoughts the center of the world, feeling the power of their own sensibilities. This has been true for teachers in the Writing Projects, it will be true
in our classes. Unless we produce this effect in our classroom, students will
not be Authors.

There is no question but that we can produce these effects. The real
question is, should we?

In a sense, I feel compelled to argue that we should. We should teach
students to write as though they were not the products of their time, politics
and culture, not our products, as though they could be free, elegant, smart,
independent, the owners of all that they say. Why should they be denied this
pleasure; or, why should it be reserved for some writers in our culture and
not for others?
But I can also phrase the question this way: Why should I or a program I
stand for be charged to tell this lie, even if it is a pleasant and, as they say, empowering one for certain writers or writers at a certain stage of their education? Why am I in charge of the reproduction of this myth of American life?
Oris it a matter of stages in a writer's education? Should we phrase it
this way: A 19-year-old has to learn to be a committed realist in order later to
feel the potential for the critique of this position. People used to say something like this about traditional forms of order in the essay: You have to learn
to write like E. B. White before you can learn to write like Gertrude Stein.
Picasso couldn't have been a cubist if he hadn't learned to draw figures.

Learn to be logocentric? Learn to celebrate individualism? Learn to
trust one's common sense point of view? Who needs to learn this at 18?
Well, one might argue that students need to learn to do it well, so that it
seems like an achievement. That is, students should master the figures and
forms, learn to produce an elegant, convincing, even professional quality
narrative before learning its critique and imagining its undoing.
I could phrase the question this way: Should composition programs self-

consciously maintain a space for the "author" in a university curriculum
that has traditionally denied students the category of author (by making students only summarizers or term paper writers)?
But it is too easy to say yes if I phrase the question like that. What if I put
it this way? Should composition programs maintain a space for, reproduce
the figure of, the author at a time when the figure of the author is under attack in all other departments of the academy. That is, should we be conserv-

ative when they are radical? Should we be retrograde in the face of an
untested avante-garde?
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Orare we (should we be) a part of the critique, given our privileged
role in the production of authors in the university curriculum, our positions
in charge of sub-stations in the culture's determined production of readers
and writers?

When I phrase the question that way, the answers become easy. I don't
think I need to teach students to be controlled by the controlling idea, even
though I know my students could write more organized texts. I don't think I
need to teach sentimental realism, even though I know my students could
he better at it than they are. I don't think I need to because I don't think I
should. I find it a corrupt, if extraordinarily tempting genre. I don't want my
students to celebrate what would then become the natural and inevitable
details of their lives. I think the composition course should be part of the
general critique of traditional humanism. For all the talk of paradigm shifting, the composition course, as a cultural force, remains fundamentally un-

changed from the 19th century. I would rather teach or preside over a
critical writing, one where the critique is worked out in practice, and for
lack of better terms I would call that writing, "academic writing."
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Being a Writer vs.
Being an Academic
A Conflict in Goals
PETER ELBOW

Perhaps David and others can persuade me that I am wrong, but I fear that
there is a conflict between the role of writer and that of academic. I wish
there were not. In this essay I will explore how this conflict plays out in a first

year writing class. But it will be obvious that I see the issue lurking in a
larger dimensioneven autobiographically. I am an academic and I am a
writer. I've struggled to be able to make those claims, and I am proud of both

identitiesbut I sometimes feel them in conflict. Thus I'm talking here
about the relationship between two roles twoways of being in the world of

texts. It is my wish that students should be able to inhabit both roles
comfortably.

Note that I'm talking here about roles, not professions. That is, I'm not
trying to get first year students to commit to making their living by writing
nor to get a Ph.D. and join the academy. But I would insist that it's a reason-

able goal for my students to end up saying, "I feel like I am a writer: I get
deep satisfaction from discovering meanings by writingfiguring out what I
think and feel through putting down words; I naturally turn to writing when
I am perplexedeven when I am just sad or happy; I love to explore and
communicate with others through writing; writing is an important part of
my life." Similarly, I would insist that it's a reasonable goal for my students to
end up saying, "I feel like I am an academic: reading knowledgeable books,
Reprinted from College Composition and Communication 46.1 (February 1995): 72-83.
Used with permission.
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wrestling my way through important issues with fellows, figuring out hard
questionsthese activities give me deep satisfaction and they are central to
my sense of who I am." In short, I want my first year students to feel themselves as writers and feel themselves as academics.
Of course these are idealistic goals; many students will not attain them.
But I insist on them as reasonable goals for my teaching, because if I taught
well and if all the conditions for learning were good, I believe all my students could achieve them. I don't mind high or distant goals. But I'm troubled by a sense that they conflict with each otherthat progress toward one
could undermine progress toward the other. A distant mountain is a good
guide for walkingeven if I know I won't get to the top. But I feel as though
I am trying to walk toward two different mountains.
In this dilemma, my first and strongest impulse is to be adversarial and
fight for the role of the writer against the role of the academic. And I can't
pretend I am doing otherwise here. But I'm also trying to resist that adversarial impulse. I'd like to celebrate academicsthe other half of my own identity. If we don't celebrate academics, no one else will. Therefore I'll try to
hold myself open so David or others of you can persuade me that I am misguided in my sense of conflict. Perhaps you can persuade me that if I would
only make certain changes I could serve both goals well. Or better yet, perhaps you can assure me that I'm already serving both goals now and my only
problem is my feeling of conflict. For I wish I didn't see things this way.
Everyone says, "Don't give in to binary thinking. Take a cold shower, take a
walk around the block." But I see specific conflicts in how to design and

teach my first year writing course. And since I feel forced to chooseI
choose the goal of writer over that of academic.

Let me now explore specific points of conflict in my designing and
teaching of a first year writing courseconflicts between my attempts to
help students see themselves as academics and see.themselves as writers. But
my first two points will be false alarms: places where I and others have sometimes been tempted to see a conflict but where careful examination shows

me there is none. Perhaps some of the other conflicts can be similarly
diffused.

(1) Sometimes I've felt a conflict about what we should read in the first
year writing course. It would seem as though in order to help students see
themselves as academics I should get them to read "key texts": good published writing, important works of cultural or literary significance; strong
and important works. However if I want them to see themselves as writers,
We should primarily publish and read their own writing.
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In my first year writing class I take the latter path. I publish a class magazine about four times a semester, each one containing a finished piece by all

the students. (I'm indebted to Charlie Moran for showing me how to do
thissupporting the practice with a lab fee for the course.) We often discuss
and write about these magazines. This may be the single most important
feature of the course that helps students begin to experience themselves as
members of a community of writers.
But on reflection, I don't think there is any conflict here. It's not an either/or issue. To read both strong important published texts and the writing
of fellow students serves both my goals. Academics read key texts and the

writing of colleagues; so do writers. In short, I think I could and probably
should read some strong important published works in my first year course. I
would never give up using the magazines of students' own writing, but that
needn't stop me from also reading at least some of the other kind of texts.
(2) Just as I see no conflict about what to read in my first year course, so
too about how to read these texts. That is, whether I want my students to be
academics or writers, it seems crucial to avoid coming at key texts (or at student texts) as models. That is, I must fight the tradition of treating these readings as monuments in a museum, pieces under glass. We must try to come at

these strong important texts: no matter how good or hallowed they may
beas much as possible as fellow writersas fully eligible members of the
conversation: not treat them as sacred; not worry about "doing justice" to
them or getting them dirty. To be blunt, I must be sure not to "teach" these
texts (in the common sense of that term), but rather to "have them around"
to wrestle with, to bounce off of, to talk about and talk from, to write about
and write from. Again: not feel we must be polite or do them justice. In taking this approach I think we would be treating texts the way academics and
writers treat them: using them rather than serving them. (I take this as one of
the lessons of David's Facts, Artifacts, and Counterfacts.)
(3) But even if there is no conflict about what to read and how to read, I
do see a problem when it comes to the question of how much to read. If my
goal is to help my students experience themselves as academics; surely I
should spend at least as much time reading as writing. Academics are readers. But I don't. I always spend much more of our time writing than reading.
I even spend a significant amount of class time writing. Writing in class
helps me not just sanction, dignify, and celebrate writing; it helps me frankly
coach students in various concrete practices and techniques and approaches
toward getting words on paper. I could weasel and say that writing is read-

ingwhat with all that crucial reading over what you writeand so I'm really serving both goals by emphasizing writing. But academics don't just
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read over what they write. This is a blunt issue of emphasis: In my course
there is a clear emphasis on writing over reading.
It's not that I care absolutely more about writing than reading. I'm simply saying that virtually every other course privileges reading over writing
treats input as central and output as serving input. My only hope, it seems to
me, of making students experience themselves as writers while they are in
the academyand a slim hope at thatmeans hanging on to at least one
course where writing is at the center. When other courses in the university
make writing as important as reading, I'll respond with a comparable adjustment and give reading equal spotlight in my first year course. I might even
make that adjustment if only English department courses made writing as
important as reading, but of course they don't. Isn't it odd that most English
courses study and honor writing (literature), but seldom treat the act of writing as central? The only course that tends to make writing central is the one
course that most English faculty don't want to teach.
(4) But let me tighten the screw a bit. I've been talking as though everything would be dandy if only we had more time, or at least divided up the
time equallyas though the interests of reading and writing do not inherently conflict. But I can't help sensing that they do. And I would contend
that academics have come to identify with the interests of readingoften
identifying themselves against writing.
Let me spell out some of the conflicts I see between the interests of writers and the interests of academics-as-readers. 1 To put it bluntly, readers and
writers have competing interests over who gets to control the text. It's in the
interests of readers to say that the writer's intention doesn't matter or is unfindable, to say that meaning is never determinate, always fluid and sliding,
to say that there is no presence or voice behind a text; and finally to kill off
the author! This leaves the reader in complete control of the text.
It's in the interests of writers, on the other hand, to have readers actually
interested in what was on their mind, what they intended to say, reading for
intention. As writers we often fail to be clear, but it helps us if readers will

just have some faith that our authorial meanings and intentions can be
found. It helps to listen caringly. If we are lost in the woods, we have a better
chance of being found if the searchers think we exist, care deeply about us,
and feel there is hope of finding us. And it goes without saying, writers are

interested in staying alive. Writers also have interest in ownership of the
textand, as with "killing," I want to take this metaphor seriously: Writers
have a concrete interest in monetary payment for their labor. But of course
the metaphorical meaning is important too. Writers usually want some
"ownership," some say, some control over what a text means. Almost all writers are frustrated when readers completely misread what they have written.
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It doesn't usually help if the readers say, "But the latest theory says that we
get to construct our own meaning." Of course there are exceptions here:
Some writers say, "I don't care what meaning readers see in my words," but
more often it is writers who celebrate presence and readers absence.
Let me be more concrete by using this very text as illustration. I get to
decide what I intended with my words; you get to decide what you heard.
But the question of what I "said," what meanings are "in" my textthat is a
site of contention between us. And we see this fight everywhere, from the
law courts to the bedrooms: "But I said
/ "No you didn't, you said
Academics in English are the only people I know who seem to think that the
speaker/writer has no party in such discussions.
We see this contest between readers and writers played out poignantly in
the case of student texts. The academic is reader and grader and always gets
to decide what the student text means. No wonder students withdraw ownership and commitment. I can reinforce my point by looking at what happens
when the tables are turned and academics produce text for a student audi.

.

.

.

.

encethat is, lecturing extensively in class. Here the academic also turns
the ownership rules upside clown and declares that in this case the writerlecturer gets to decide what the text means.
Is this just a story of readers being mean and disrespectful to writers? No,
it goes both ways. Among writers, there is perhaps even a longer tradition of
disdain for readers. (And also, of course, of disdain for academics.) Writers
often say, "Readers are not my main audience. Sometimes the audience that
I write for is me. For some pieces I don't even care whether readers always

understand or appreciate everything I write. Sometimes I even write privately. What do readers know!" In response, readers often say, "What do
writers know? We're in a much better position than they are to read the text.
Let's not be put off by writers' wishful thinking. Intention is a will o' the
wisp. Never trust the teller, trust the tale."

In short, where writers are tempted to think they are most important,
readers and academics are tempted to think they are the most important
party. Readers and academics like to insist that there is no such thing as private writing or writing only for the self. (See, for example, Jeanette Harris,
Expressive Writing, SMU Press, 1990, 66.) Readers like to imagine that writ-

ers are always thinking about them; they are like children who naturally
think their parents always have them in mind. Some readers even want to
see everything that writers write. But writers, like parents, need some time
away from the imperious demands of readersneed some time when they
can just forget about readers and think about themselves. Yes, writers must
acknowledge that in the end readers get to decide whether their words will
be read or boughtjust as parents know that in the end the child's interests
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must come first. But smart writers and parents know that they do a better job
of serving these demanding creatures if they take some time for themselves.
(5) Another collision of interests between writers and readers. Writers
testify all the time to the experience of knowing more than they can say, of
knowing things that they haven't yet been able to get into words. Paying attention to such intuitions and feelings often leads them to articulations they
couldn't otherwise find. Readers (and teachers and academics), on the other
hand, being on the receiving end of texts; are more tempted to say, "If you
can't say it, you don't know it" and to celebrate the doctrine that all knowledge is linguistic. (Painters, musicians and dancers also have the temerity to

question academics who proclaim that if you can't say it in language you
don't know it and it doesn't count as knowledge.)
In my first year writing course I feel this conflict between the interests of
readers and writers. Yes, my larger self wants them to feel themselves as read-

ers and academics, but this goal seems to conflict with my more pr@ssing
hunger to help them feel themselves as writers. That is, can't help wanting
my students to have some of that uppitiness of writers toward readers. I want
them to be able to say, "I'm not just writing for teachers or readers, I'm writ-

ing as much for mesometimes even more for me." I want them to fight
back a hit against readers. I want them to care about their intentions and to

insist that readers respect them. I try to respect those intentions and see
them and assume I often can. Yes, I'll point out where these intentions are
badly realized, but if my goal is to make students feel like writers, my highest
priority is to show that I've understood what they're saying. It's only my second priority to show them where I had to struggle.

I want to call attention to this central pedagogical point that writers
often understand and readers and academics and teachers often don't: The
main thing that helps writers is to be understood; pointing out misunderstandings is only the second need. Thusand this is a crucial consequenceI assume that students know more than they are getting into words.
Most of my own progress in learning to write has come from my gradually
learning to listen more carefully to what I haven't yet managed to get into
wordsand respecting the idea that I know more than I can say. This stance
helps me be willing to find time and energy to wrestle it into words. The
most unhelpful thing I've had said to me as a student and writer is, "If you
can't say it, you don't know it."
Imagine, then, how different our classrooms would be if all academics
and teachers felt themselves to be writers as much as readers.
(6) Here is a related point of conflict between the role of academic and
writer. What kind of attitude about language shall I try to instill in first year
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students in a writing course? If my goal is to get them to take on the role of
academic, I should get them to distrust language. It is a central tenet of acad-

emic thinking in this century that language is not a clear and neutral
medium through which we can see undistorted nonlinguistic entities.
But in my desire to help my students experience themselves as writers I

find myself in fact trying to help them trust languagenot to question itor
at least not to question it for long stretches of the writing process: to hold off
distrust till they revise. Some people say this is good advice only for inexperienced and blocked writers, but I think I see it enormously helpful to myself
and to other adult, skilled, and professional writers. Striking benefits usually
result when people learn that decidedly unacademic capacity to turn off distrust or worry about language and learn instead to forget about it, not see it,
look through it as through a clear window, and focus all attention on one's

experience of what one is trying to say. Let me quote a writer, William
Stafford, about the need to trust language and one's experience:
My main plea is for the value of an unafraid, face-down, flailing, and
speedy process in using the language.
Just as any reasonable person who looks at water, and passes a hand
through it, can see that it would not hold a person up; so it is the judgment
of common sense people that reliance on the weak material of students' experiences cannot possibly sustain a work of literature. But swimmers know
that if they relax on the water it will prove to be miraculously buoyant; and

writers know that a succession of little strokes on the material nearest
themwithout any prejudgments about the specific gravity of the topic or
the reasonableness of their expectationswill result in creative progress.
Writers are persons who write; swimmers are (and from teaching a child I
know how hard it is to persuade a reasonable persori of this)swimmers
are persons who relax in the water, let their heads go clown, and reach out
with ease and confidence. (Writing the Australian Crawl: Views on the
Writer's Vocation. Ann Arbor: U of Michigan P, 1978, 22-23.)

(7) A large area of conflict: How shall I teach my students to place themselves in the universe of other writers? Insofar as I want them to internalize
the role of academic, I should teach my students always to situate themselves and what they have to say in the context of important writers who have
written on the subject: to see the act of writing as an act of finding and ac-

knowledging One's place in an ongoing intellectual conversation with a
much larger and longer history than what goes on in this classroom during
these ten or fourteen weeks. In short, I should try to enact and live out in my
classroom the Burkean metaphor of intellectual life as an unending cornier-
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sation. This is what we academics do: carry on an unending conversation
not just with colleagues but with the dead and unborn.
But the truth is (should I hang my head?) I don't give this dimension to
my first year writing classroom. I don't push my first year students to think
about what academics have written about their subject; indeed much of my
behavior is a kind of invitation for them to pretend that no authorities have
ever written about their subject before.
It might sound as though I invite only monologic discourse and discourage dialogic discourse. That's not quite right. I do invite monologic discourse (in spite of the current fashion of using "monologic" as the worst
moral slur we can throw at someone), but I invite and defend dialogic discourse just as much. That is, I encourage students to situate what they write
into the conversation of other members of the classroom community to
whom they are writing and whom they are reading. Let me mention that the
regular publication of the class magazine does more for this dialogic dimension than any amount of theoretical talk. I often assign papers about the
class publication. In short, I find it helpful to invite students to see their papers as dialogicparts of a conversation or dialogue; and I also find it crucial to assign dialogues and collaborative papers. But I also find it helpful to
invite them to see their papers as monologues or soliloquies. My point here
is that both academics and writers seem to me to engage in both monologic
and dialogic discourse. (By the way, the classroom publication of student
writing also helps me with another kind of "situating" that is, I try quietly
to find moments where I can invite students to be more aware of the posi-

tions from which they writeas men or womenas members of a race or
class, or as having a sexual orientation.)2
In short, the real question or point of conflict here, then, is not so much

about whether I should get my first year students to feel their writing as
monologue or dialogue, whether to get them to speak to other voices or not,
or to recognize their own positions or not. I'm working for both sides in each
case. Rather it's a larger more general question: Whether I should invite my
first year students to be self-absorbed and see themselves at the center of the
discourse in a sense, credulous; or whether I should invite them to be personally modest and intellectually scrupulous and to see themselves as at the
periphery in a sense, skeptical and distrustful. I recently read an academic
critique of a writer for being too self-absorbed, of reading his subjectivity too
much into the object he was allegedly examining, of being imperial, arrogantpracticing analysis by means of autobiography. I have to admit that I
want first year students in my writing class to do that. I think autobiography
is often the best mode of analysis. I'm afraid that I invite first year students to
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fall into the following sins: to take their own ideas too seriously; to think that
they are the first person to think of their idea and be all wrapped up and possessive about iteven though others might have already written better about

itI invite them to write as though they are a central speaker at the center
of the universerather than feeling, as they often do, that they must summarize what others have said and only make modest rejoinders from the
edge of the conversation to all the smart thoughts that have already been
written. (By the way, I was trained by good New Critics in the 1950s who
often tried to get me to write as though no one else had ever written about
the work I was treating. Therefore we cannot call this intellectual stance
"nonacademic." New Critics may be out of fashion but no one could call
them anything but full fledged academics indeed their distinguishing
mark in comparison to their predecessors was heightened professionalism in
literary studies.)

Perhaps this sounds condescendingas though I am not treating my
students seriously enough as smart adults. I hope not. When I come across a
really strong and competent first year writer who is being too arrogant and
full of himself or herself and unwilling to listen to other voicesthen in my
feedback I instinctively lean a bit on that student: "Wait a minute. You're
talking as though yours are the only feelings and thoughts on this matter;
have you ever considered looking to see what X and Y have said? You will
have no credibility till you do." And obviously, when students start to work in
their disciplinary major, of course I am happy to force them to situate their
writing among all the key positions in the conversation of that discipline.
But grandstanding, taking themselves too seriously, and seeing themselves
as the center of everythingI don't see these as the characteristic sins of first
year students.
Admittedly, first year students often suffer from a closely related sin:
naiveté. For being naive and taking oneself too seriously can look alike and
can take the same propositional form: implying simultaneously, "Everyone
else is just like me" and "No one else in the universe has ever thought my
thoughts or felt my feelings." But when we see a paper with these problematic assumptions, we should ask ourselves: Is this really a problem of the

writer taking herself too seriously and being too committed and selfinvested in her writing? or is it a problem of the writer, though perhaps glib,

being essentially timid and tapping only a small part of her thinking and
feeling? When I get a strongly felt, fully committed, arrogant paper I am
happy to wrestle and try to get tough with the writer. But so often with first
year students it is the latter: timidity and lack of deep entwinement in what
they are writing.
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Am 1. just being naive? Maybe. In any case let me openly acknowledge an arguable assumption underneath all this. I sense it is the distinguishing feature of writers to take themselves too seriously. Writing is a
struggle and a risk.Why go to the bother unless what we say feels important? None of us who has a full awareness of all the trouble we can get
into by writing would ever write by choice unless we also had a correspondingly full sense of pride, self-absorption, even arrogance. Most first
year students have a strong sense of the trouble they can get into with
writing, but they tend to lack that writer's corresponding gift for taking
themselves too seriouslypride in the importance of what they have to
say. Look at our experience parenting: Most parents know instinctively
that their job is to help their children take themselves more seriously, not
less seriously. Once a student can really begin to own and care about her
ideas, that will lead naturally to the necessary combatwhich will lead to
some cultural sophistication in itself.
(8) Here is my last brief point of conflict between the role of writer and
academic. We all know tharwhen students write to teachers they have to
write ."up": to an. audience with greater knowledge and authority than the
writer_ has about her own topic. The student is analyzing "To His Coy Mistress" for a reader- who understands it better than she does. (Worse yet, the

teacher/reader is often looking for a specific conclusion and form in the
paper.) Even if the student happens to have a better insight or understanding than.the teacher has, the teacher gets to define her own understanding
as right and the 'student's as wrong. Thus the basic subtext in a piece of student writing is likely to be, "Is this okay?"
In contrast to students, the basic subtext in a writer's text is likely to be,
"Listen to me, I have something to tell you," for writers can usually write
with more authority than their readers: Therefore, unless we can-set things
up so that our first year students are often telling us about things that they
know.better than we do, we are sabotaging the essential dynamic of writers.
We are transforming the process of :`writing" into the process of ."being
tested." Many of the odd writing behaviors of students make perfect sense
once we see that they are behaving as test-takers rather than writers.
.

How about academics on this score? It would seem as though they

would have at least as strong an authority stance as writers do. After all, the
academic in her writing has done a piece of research or reflection as a professional and is -usually saying things that her readers do not know. But look

again. I think you'll. notice a curious resemblance between how students
write to their teacher-readers and how academics write to their colleaguereaderseven if the academic is a tenured professor. Yes, the.academic may
have data, findings, or thoughts that are news; yet the paradigm transaction
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in academic writing is one where the writer is conveying those data, findings, or thoughts to authorities in the field whose job is to decide whether
they are acceptable. These authorities get to decide whether the writing

counts as important or truewhether it is validand ultimately whether it
counts as knowledge. Have you ever noticed that when we write articles or
hooks as academics, we often have the same feeling that students have when
they turn in papers: "Is this okay? Will you accept this?" But damn it, I want
my first year students to be saying in their writing, "Listen to me, I have
something to tell you" not "Is this okay? Will you accept this?"
Of course some academics manage to send the strong perky message,
"Listen to rne, I have something to tell you." But the structure of the academy tends to militate against that stance. And of course the structure of the
classroom and the grading situation militate even more heavily against it.
Therefore I feel I have a better chance of getting my students to take that
forthright stance toward readers and their material if I do what I can to make
them feel like writers, and avoid setting things up to make them feel like
academics.
Conclusion. Behind this paper, then, I'm really asking a larger cultural
question: Is there a conflict in generalapart from first year students or students in generalbetween the role of writer and the role of academic? Perhaps my categories are oversimple, but I confess I'm talking also about my
own experience. I'm proud of being both an academic and a writer, partly
because I've had to struggle on both counts. I'd like to inhabit both roles in
an unconflicted way, but I feel a tug of war between them.
I suspect that if we could be more sensible about how we create and
define the roles of academic and writer in our culture, the conflict might
not be necessary. I have the feeling that the role of academic as we see it
suffers narrowness for not containing more of what I have linked to the
role of writer. Frankly, I think there are problems with what it means to be
an academic. If academics were more like writerswrote more, turned to

writing more, enjoyed writing moreI think the academic world would
be better. David, on the other hand, probably believes that the role of
writer suffers narrowness for not containing more of what I have associated
with the role of academic. So the conflict plays itself out. I am ready to try
to be more wise about these roles. I suppose the obvious problem is that I

define writer in too "romantic" a fashion. I stand bynervouslytrying to
hold myself open to correction on this point. But are you going to make
me give up all the features of the role of writer that seem helpful and supportive? I hope you won't make the role of writer more astringent and trying than it already is.3
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NOTES
1. I am indebted here to a valuable unpublished paper about Polanyi by Elizabeth Wallace at Oregon State University.
2. It might sound as though my emphasis on student writing means that I'm keeping authoritative voices out of the classroom, but I'm not. It's only academic voices I don't particularly invite in. For I bring in a hit of outside reading. My point is that even timid students find
it relatively easy to speak back with conviction to President Bush, to the Pope, to Adrienne
Rich, to The New York Times; but not to academic or scholarly writers. It's interesting to ask
why this should be. It's not because academics and scholars have more authorityespecially

in the eyes of most students. It must be something about academic discourse. Of course it
may be that I should spend more time teaching my students to talk back with authority to
academics, and David gives good direction here in his Facts, Artifacts, and Counterfacts, but
so far I haven't felt it as a high enough priority to give it the time it requires.
3. Not knowing that David and I were going to publish these talks till fairly recently, I
used points numbered 4-6 in my essay, "The War Between Reading and Writingand How
to End It." Rhetoric Review 12.1 (Fall 1993).
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RESPONSE
David Bartholomae, University of Pittsburgh

My sense is that our papers pretty much staked out the terms of our different
positions. There is a good bit of common ground. This is inevitable. We are

about the same age, both products of a similar moment in English (my
teachers were also shaped by the New Criticism), both working inside the
same profession. If our conversation is useful, it seems to me it will be for
the degree to which it shows where people like Peter and I are nervous, not
quite so certain about what we are doing (or not certain that we are, in fact,
doing the same things). I am not trying to be contrary in my response; I
think the following points of difference are both illustrative and important.
I agree with Peter that there is a conflict between what he has called
"the role of the writer and that of the academic." The academic, for him, is a
person with an eye to the past (or to books and articles) and with a skeptical,
critical attitude towards language. The writer is the person who works with
pleasure and authority on his or her own and without being skeptical or distrustful, at least of his or her own language project. As Peter phrases the
issue, the question he faces as a teacher is "whether I should invite my first
year students to be self-absorbed and see themselves at the center of the discoursein a sense, credulous; or whether I should invite them to be personally modest and intellectually scrupulous and to see themselves as at the
periphery in a sense, skeptical and distrustful." This comes very close to
the way I would define the issues. Peter comes down on the side of credulity
as the governing idea in the undergraduate writing course; I come down on
Reprinted from College Composition and Communication 46.1 (February 1995): 84-92.
Used with permission.
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the side of skepticism. Peter wants his students to "trust" language and implies, rightly, that I would teach a form of mistrust. The word I would use for
mistrust is criticism, and in my article I called academic writing a form of
critical writing. Peter argues that he too has tried to unmask the "subtle and

sometimes insidious powers of teachers." I think of the problem of the
teacher as only a minor version of the larger problem of the forms of knowledge that are presented to students as naturally or inevitably or unquestionably "there" in the academy.
The pedagogical questions in this conversation are both practical and

fundamental: Are freshmen ready to think first and primarily about the
problems of writing when they write? Is criticism an appropriate point of
entry into the college curriculum (and is the freshman course appropriately
conceived of as a point of entry into the college curriculum)? Is it the job of
college English to teach students to learn to resist and be suspicious of writing and the text? I would say yes to all three. I would say that Peter's answer is
"no," although his position is, of course, more complex than I can make it in

summary. You can see Peter working out his position in relation to these
questions in What is English? where he both reports on and places himself
within a larger version of the debate we represent in our papers. As I said in
my article, I think the argument that Peter makes is part of a larger attempt
within the culture to preserve the idea of an independent, self-determining
subjectivity, what I labeled the writer on the frontier. My article is part of the
attack on that figure. At the center of our arguments are two different versions of "the writer."
Let me move quickly, then, to what is as close to a "real" example as we
havethe writer of the divorce paper whom I allude to in my opening essay.
Peter says, "I agree with you in wanting to understand and acknowledge the
cultural forces and voices that enter into her paper; but I wouldn't be so dismissive of her role: I'd still grant her what we grant to the literary figures we

study, namely that her writing is herseven if it is over-determined by
countless cultural and psychological forces." In the course that I teach, I
begin by not granting the writer her "own" presence in that paper, by denying the paper's status as a record of or a route to her own thoughts and feelings. I begin instead by asking her to read her paper as a text already written
by the culture, representing a certain predictable version of the family, the
daughter, and the writer. I ask her to look at who speaks in the essay and who
doesn't. I ask her to look at the organization of the essay to see what it excludes. And I ask her to revise in such a way that the order of the essay is bro-

kento write against the grain of the discourse that has determined her
account of her family. I begin by being dismissive.
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The course that I am arguing against (and I will not say that it is Peter's,
although I think it is often offered in his name) would begin by not being
dismissive. It would begin by encouraging a student to work that opening
essay to its perfection: adding detail, adding voice and color, improving it as
narrative or essay orboth. The work of revision, in other words, would be directed at preserving and perfecting rather than calling into question (or dis-

missing) the discourse. Perhaps later, as a point of reflection, the student
may read or think about alternative version of "the family" or even alternative version of the "essay" she has written.

These two courses I have been imagining thus provide a different version of what it means to say that the writing "is" the writer's. The course I
teach makes the moment of possession not the opening moment but a later
one, where if the writer is present that presence can be seen in the work of
revision, where the evidence lies in the work directed against writing (that is,
against the culture's desire to tell a certain story about the family and girlhood; or against the discourse's desire to hide its origins, its argument, and
its seams).

Peter rightly suggests that we probably differ on how much time students
should spend reading in a writing course. I would agree, and think that the
differences are more fundamental than peripheral. A series of required texts
are central to my teaching, usually essays or chapters from books or journals
that are said to be "beyond" students' interests or abilities. My goal is to show
students how to work with difficult material. There is a practical payoff here,
since students, I believe, will at some point be expected to do so and no one
else is taking the time to show them how and Why they might do the work.
I also want students to be able to negotiate the ways they are figured in

relationship to the official forms of knowledge valued in the academythat
is, I want them to be prepared to write themselves out of a rhetorical situation in which their roles are already prepared, where they are figured as
simple-minded or not-yet-ready-for serious discussion. I want my students to
have a way to begin, to establish their power over the text (and the author); I
want them to write essays that do more than summarize or reproduce the
words of "authorities." Like Peter, I want students to take pride in their work
and to take themselves and their work seriously, to be arrogant, self-absorbed.

(Ways of Reading is the product of the courses I and my colleagues have
been teaching for years.)
My route to this is by teaching students to be able to work closely with
the ways their writing constructs a relationship with tradition, power and au-

thority with other people's words. It is here, in the sentences and paragraphs, that I think we can work on cultural politics (where "ownership"
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becomes a term that works in a writing class). I think it is very important to
be able to work with how a student represents or makes use of or revises or
intervenes with or takes possession of (say) Adrienne .Rich's argument in
"When We Dead Awaken." My experience tells me that without instruction,
students will feel they have no way of working with that text, nothing to say
beyond what Rich has already said.
I want to teach a student to work on the essay she is writing in parallel
with Rich's text, with what she chooses to cite (and what she ignores), with

what she does with the passage she quotes. Here, in these places on the
page, talking about the choice and positioning of a block quotation (for example), I can help students negotiate the ways in which they are figured in
the reading and writing that goes on in the academy. This too, I think, is a
way of teaching a student writer to say, "Listen to me; I have something to
tell you."

Finally, I would say that it is the idea of "criticism' that most marks our
different positions on the role of the teacher. It is important to Peter to ap-

peal to what students can learn "in the absence of instruction." I would
never argue that school is the only place one learns or that teachers are the
only ones to make learning possible. I would argue, however, that since the
point of criticism is to ask questions of the things that seem beyond question,
to ask students to see the natural as artificial, it cannot come from within. It
will not happen on its own, but only when prompted. That is how I imagine
the writing teacher. The writing teacher is the person who not only prompts
students to write but who prompts students to revise, to work on their writing
in ways that they would not if left to (not their own) but the culture's devices.

RESPONSE
Peter Elbow, University of Massachusetts- Amherst

Common Ground
You seem to imply through allusions to my titles and my work that I am
more wholly opposed to your work than I am. I wonder if you are prey here
to an assumption in academic discourse (and rhetoric too), that discourse
means argument and that difference means opposition. So let me start by
pointing out significant places where we agree. You argue for "academic

writing as a major part of an undergraduate's training." I agree. My only
reservation is to say that this training isn't feasible or desirable in a one semester first year introductory writing courses, but that it should indeed go on
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in later courses in the major and in other upper level courses. Nothing I've
said here is an argument against academic writingonly for something in
addition. You say we must make the classroom itself available for critical inquiry; "to hide the teacher is to hide the traces of power." I agree. We mustn't
pretend we have less power or authority than we do, and I've tried to write
about this so as to help students and teachers see this power and deal better
with it. You say it's crucial and necessary to study the past, to be aware of our
place in history. Ditto for culture, gender; class, race, sexual orientation. I

think I'm an ally on these matters. You insist that individuals are socially
constructed. I agree to a significant extent especially insofar as you make
positive arguments about all the voices and forces that help make us who we
are and that color what we think and write. But notice that your arguments
are mostly negative. That is, you assume without argument that if I celebrate
"independent, self-creative, self-expressive subjectivity," I must be against
the notion of people as socially constructed. But I am not.
There is a crucial matter of theory here. You say in passing that I can't
have it both ways, that I can't stick up for both perspectives on the human
condition. But you never give any reason for this theoretical position. I insist

I can have it both ways. My Chaucer book argues that human life is both
free and determined. Embracing Contraries is entirely devoted to arguing
for "both/and" thinking and trying to show the problems with "either/or"
thinkingshowing how we can validly maintain opposites in various realms
of theory and practice. You argue against "academic bashing," whether from
the left or right. I agree. Sure, I struggle to make the academic world less
pompous and more able to exploit the cognitive power of the believing
game and the intelligence of feelings. But this is no attack, it's an attempt to
reform. I am proud to be an academic. You say that colleges and universities
(and schools, too) have tended to deny students a sense of being an author
"making students only summarizers or term paper writers." I agree. You go
on to say that we should try to show them that they can he "elegant, smart,
independent." However, you feel this would be lying to them, whereas I insist that they can in truth be elegant, smart, and independent.

Differences: Utopias and Freewriting
You say that the classroom is "real space, not an idealized utopian space."
You seem to be insisting on two things here: that a classroom cannot be
utopian, and that utopian spaces are not real spaces. This highlights what
may be our most important difference. Let's look at a micro-utopian space
that I love: freewriting. This is an activity that permits a classroom space to

be at once utopian and real. (Were not Fruitlands and Summerhill real
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spaces?) Note that freewriting does not involve trying to hide the teacher or
her authority. Indeed using it tends to make our authority more naked. Why
else would students do something so odd and unnatural as to write for ten

minuteswithout stopping, no matter whattrying not to worry about the
conventions of writing and also assuming that the teacher who orders it
won't see it and is urging them not to show it to anyone else?
Nor does freewriting pretend magically to reveal one's pure natural essential self or to escape the effects of culture and the past. Far from it. People
who use freewriting tend to notice immediately that it shows more nakedly
than other kinds of writing all the junk that culture and the past have stuffed
into our heads. Nothing is better than freewriting at showing us how we are
constructed and situated. Another way of saying this is that freewriting is the
opposite of an attempt to preserve the idea of a self-generated autonomous
author. Rather it is an invitation to take a ride on language itself, and (insofar as the phrase has any meaning at all) to "get out of the self": to relinquish
volition and planning and see what words and phrases come out of the head
when you just kick it and give language and culture a start.
So does freewriting pretend to be free? Yes and no. It is not free from the

teacher's authority (until a person takes it over by choice), nor from the
forces of culture and language. But it does create freedom in certain crucial
ways. It frees the writer from planning, from meeting the needs of readers,
and from any requirements as to what she should write about or how her

writing should end upfor instance, as to topic, meaningfulness, significance, or correctness of convention. Freewriting then is a paradigm of the
real and the utopian: an example of how we can use our authority as teachers in our institutional settings to create artificial spaces that can heighten
discovery and learning. It is a way to take ten minutes of a classroom and

make certain things happen that don't usually happen given the institutional and cultural forces at work. Students discover that they can write
words and thoughts and not worry about what good writing is or what the
teacher wants, they discover that their heads are full of language and ideas
(sometimes language and ideas they had no idea were there), and they discover they can get pleasure from writing.
Admittedly, my utopianism often takes a different direction from yours

a direction that troubles you, towards non-instruction. You say there is no
writing without teachers, not only in school but even out of school. I would
acknowledge that there is no schooling without teachers, no assigned writ-

ing without teachers, no teaching without authority, and indeed little
human interaction anywhere without unequal power or authority. But
surely there is plenty of writing without teachers not only outside the academy but even inside. I'm thinking about all the writing that students do un506
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related to their school work: diaries, letters, notes, stories, poems, newspaper
writing.
But isn't language, above all, the realm where people most blatantly do
learn without teachers? Children learn more grammar by age five than lin-

guists can yet fully articulate, and get very fluent in its deploymentall
without teachers. (If you say that all children have "teachers" in the person
of their parents and playmates, you are just aggrandizing a term to destroy it
since there would be no way then to distinguish between teaching and nonteaching.) The most striking fact about language acquisition is the absence
of teaching. What people need for acquiring language is not teaching but to
be around others who speak, to be listened to, and to be spoken to. It may be
utopian to carry this principle of learning without teaching from speech to
writing, but that is just what I and many other teachers and students have
found useful. (An odd, minimal kind of utopianism: simply trying to stop

teaching now and thentrying to cultivate in the classroom some tufts of
what grows wild outside. But there is plenty of research about how small
children learn not just to speak but to write before school simply by being
around writing.) Above all, it is empowering for students to discover that
they can learn so much without instruction.

Approaches to Student Writing
You are eloquent about noticing when we and our students are being manipulated by the culture. But couldn't it be said that in making this case you are
pursuing the same myth I am? That is, like me, you seem to want to give
your student writer more control over her writing, more ability to make her
writing her own. But of course you see me as preaching independence and
control while actually leading her down the primrose path to being unconsciously or unawarely written, while you are insisting that the way to help
her get more control is to help her see how she is being written by the cul-

ture and get her to "write against" it or resist itnot to be ruled, not to be
taken over. Thus your premise seems to be not that we are always written by
language and culture, but that we must engage in the critique of language
and culture and recognize their power over us so that we can step somewhat
out of the path of the bulldozer.
But there is a crucial difference in our concrete approaches to students.
That is, even though I agree with your goal of helping students be less ma-

nipulated by the culture, I would hold back much more in my critique of
this student's writing. I simply want to critique or intervene much less than
you do. You may well answer, "That just gives culture more free play over
their minds." But here I make something of an act of faith or commitment. I
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feel I must leave students more control, let them make as many decisions as

they can about their writingdespite the power of the culture. I must call
on some faith in the ability of students to make important choices, decisions
and perceptions of their own when I can clear a good space.
Of course, this doesn't always work and I'm often disappointed at how
they replay the culture. But my holding back is not just an act of faith; it's

also an act of methodological commitmentan insistence on keeping
means and ends in harmony with each other. What the culture doesas
you point out so powerfully is to do their thinking for them. Therefore it
seems to me that the most precious thing I can do is provide spaces where I
don't also do their thinking for them (despite the attendant risks of giving
more room for the culture). In contrast, your response to her paper seems to

do her thinking for herthat is, you are telling her that she thought she
meant X, but really she didn't; she thought she told what she saw and experienced, but really her perceptions and experience were a script written out
for her by the culture. It feels important to me not to do that. If my end or

goal is to get students to think for themselves and not be dupes of others
thinking for them, I don't want to try to seek that end by thinking for them
even if that means I must sometimes look on helplessly while they believe
something I wish they would abandon.

Let me try to be more specific about teaching practice about how I
would respond to that student's paper. I would not "begin by encouraging
the student to work that opening essay to its perfection." (I appreciate how
you acknowledge that my own practice might differ from what is sometimes
done in my name.) I would try to help her make up her own mind where to

take it. So if she wanted to make her paper "perfect" in the problematic
genre you describe, I would try to help her. But (and this is crucial for me) I
try to remove all pressure to make papers perfect in that way. I'm always trying hard to show students that progress for a paper often means listening for

a perplexity or scruplewhich often means letting the paper fall radically
apart. That's why I have to take out the grading pressure: I'm often trying to
encourage students to let their writing get worse.
So if this paper were the first one in a semester, I would give no response
at all. For the first third of a semester or so, my goal is for students to write a
great deal, to hear their own writing and even see some of it published, hear

each others' writing (and some of mine) but to get little or no feedback.
This is no solipsistic, nonsocial vacuum: They are constantly hearing the
writing of others and putting their own writing out to others. It's just a vacuum from explicit feedback. I put a lot of faith in the long range benefits of

helping students achieve their goalshelping them gradually relinquish
their conditioned assumption that their job is to accomplish our goals.
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But I'm not saying that I want to leave students completely alone for the
culture to play onwith no feedback from me or from other students in the
class. For the last two-thirds of the semester I try to set things up so that they
hear plenty of feedback from peers and from me. So let me try to describe
the kinds of feedback I might give that paper. I might say, in effect, "I don't
see your own experience reflected in the main assertions of your paper," or
even (gingerly), "I wonder if your own experience might have been partly
caused by X." But I want to avoid saying, "I don't believe these/your experiences are really yours." I have faith that if students attend more and more
closely to their experience, they will gradually be led to sounder questioning and thinking. Perhaps you would say that your comment to her is also
an attempt to get her to pay better attention to her experience. But students
easily distrust their experience, and we do harm if we try to "correct" them
about their own experience. In short, I want students to hear my comments
but still be able to resist or deny them. (Needless to say, I'm describing what
I try to do. What I actually do at 11:30 pm when I'm tired and grouchy is another story.)
Really, I've come back to my original theme of trying to help students
see themselves as writers. That is, my goal is that students should keep writing by choice after the course is overbecause of my faith that the process
itself of engaging in writing, of trying to find words for one's thinking and ex-

perience and trying them out on otherswill ultimately lead to the kind of
questing and self-contradiction that we both seek. But I want them to get
there by a path where the student is steering, not me.
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Democracy, Pedagogy,
and the Personal Essay
JOEL HAEFNER

Is the personal essay "democratic"?

Over the last several years, several writers have, overtly or covertly,
made the assertion that it is. Chris Anderson, for example, claims that
"The essay is fundamentally democratic. It enfranchises both the reader
and the writer" ("Hearsay" 303). Anderson, along with writers like Graham Good, Dennis Rygiel, William Zeiger, and Kurt Spellmeyer, is attempting to claim a special epistemological role for the essay in American
higher education because it is highly accessible as a model or as a vehicle
for student writing. But these calls for reviving the personal essay in higher
education carry a hidden agenda: to justify the personal essay as one of the
privileged forms of discourse for American democracy and for the future
of American society.
This pedagogical and critical project rests on several premises: that the
essay is inherently formless, that it is accessible to a universal audience, that
it uses common, referential language, and ultimately that it is grounded
in the personal experience of the essayist. Behind these premises lies the
shibboleth of individualism, and, concomitantly, the ideology of American
democracy. But this distorts the adaptability of the essay for different writers
and different audiences at different moments. As we interrogate our assumptions about the essay genre and its role in a "democratic" and "individualistic" pedagogy, we will find, I think, that it makes more sense to see the
essay as a cultural product, as a special kind of collective discourse. Hence
there is still a place for the "personal" essay in a collaborative pedagogy.
Reprinted from College English 54.2 (February 1992): 127-37. Used with permission.
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I want to address first the question of whether the essay is truly formless
and anti-systematic. One of Good's primary points in The Observing Self: Re-

discovering the Essay is that the essay is not anti-empirical but antistructural. Even Bacon's essays, Good claims, resist structure and logical
method, and he claims that the "birth" of the genre with Montaigne was a
reaction to the growing emphasis on method. Spellmeyer also argues, using

Montaigne as his quintessential example, that "the form of the

essay

nonetheless demands a self-conscious formlessness, a con-vention through
contravention" (263).
Not only does this strategy rely on dichotomies, it replaces one kind of
structureempiricism or interpretive method or rhetorical dispositio with
other structures, specifically structures of voice, audience, and space. R. Lane
Kauffmann argues that the essay is methodical in its opposition to dogma, ideology, and method"unmethodical method" is the oxymoron Kauffmann assigns to the essay genre. And just as importantly, this initial premise about the
essay genre clearly links its "formlessness" with "freedom" explicitly epistemological freedom, but implicitly political freedom, especially freedom of
expression.

Both Good and Spellmeyer use what I call the "originative fallacy."
Many speculations about the essay are based on the notion that the genre
began with Montaigne, and that Montaigne's Essais imprinted the essential
qualities of the genre. To base a theory of the genre on the conviction that
the essay began with the Great Father, Montaigne, both commits the genre
(and critical approaches to it) to radical individualism and to patriarchal
myths of fathering and genesis (see, e.g., Haefner).

But the context in which essays are written and published affects the
form and nature of the genre, and since those contexts change it is impossible to talk about an "essential" or "original" form of the essay. "Even 'in-

formal' essays," cautions Douglas Hesse, "are historically situated and
generically contextualized" (328). Montaigne and Bacon, for example, had
no set limits on the length of their pieces, and so could vary that length at

will. But since the essay genre was adopted by the periodical press, the
length of essays has been circumscribed by economic and editorial factors.
The organization of Hazlitt and De Quincey's essays was often a matter of
pecuniary necessity, with quotations growing longer as they struggled to fill
out their quota of pages before the printer's deadline. Essays, like periodicals, amalgamate a variety of forms (see Williams 214; Starobinski; Regosin;
Cottrell). Several critics have pointed out that the essay has close affinities
with earlier literary genres (see Auer). The essay is not anti-form, but synthesizes a diversity of forms.
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Good, Spellmeyer, and others also argue, implicitly or explicitly, that
the essay is accessible to any intelligent reader. If the essay is available to
anyone who can read intelligently, then it is a kind of classless genre, an
"egalitarian" mode. "The informal essay," Zeiger writes, "is well known and

much beloved for its egalitarian spiritthe congeniality and deference of
the writer toward both the topic and the reader". (236). This "egalitarian" approach to the essay parallels a supposed tenet of American democracy: equal
access and opportunity for all, at least equal access based on liberal, humanistic knowledge.
The variety of forms operating in the essay may have something to do
with the variety of published forums the essay has found. And these varied
forumsfrom books to revised editions to general interest magazines to spe-

cialized magazines to newspapers imply a spectrum of discourse groups,
not a universal audience. It is difficult, then, to claim that the personal essay
is "accessible" to almost any audience. In fact, the audiences involved in the
writing of personal essays were restricted by a number of factors, chiefly economic means, educational level, occupation, interest, and available leisure

time. Certainly, all writers construct fictive audiences, as Walter Ong has
suggested, but essayists also work with given audiences, the readers of the periodical, even the "readers" who evaluate manuscripts at publishing houses.
In fact, the "universal" audiences claimed by many essayists and essay

theorists are careful fictions that counterbalance the restrictive discourse
communities that inform different essays. "The reader indeedthat great
idea! is very often a more important person towards the fortune of an essay
than the writer," De Ouincey wrote in 1839; he goes on to make it clear that
"the reader" is a verbal construct, a "great noun-substantive" (250-52). Look,
in addition, at the way in which Virginia Woolf fictionalizes her audience,
the space of the essay, and the narrator's relationship with her readers in this
passage from "The Modern Essay":
It [the essay] should lay us under a spell with its first word, and we should
only wake, refreshed with its last. In the interval we may pass through the
most various experiences of amusement, surprise, interest, indignation; we
may soar to the heights of fantasy with Lamb or plunge to the depths of wis-

dom with Bacon, but we must never be roused. The essay must lap us
about and draw its curtain across the world. (216-17)

Even in terms of syntax and lexicon, Woolf presumes her readers possess
performative linguistic skills, a presumption that undermines the idea of a
"common" reader. Audience is constructed; narrator is constructed; even
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the space of the essay is carefully constructed to promote the fictions of intimacy, of confession, and of the writing closet. The scene of the essay is as
much a myth of individualism as the myth of the writer's garret, as Linda
Brodkey observes (396-98).
These issues of audience and the ."scene" of the personal essay are intertwined with the premise that the personal essay uses "common" language.
Good employs a strategy of discriminating between the subjective skepticism presented in the personal essay and the "objective" skepticism represented by poststructuralism and textuality (180-81). Good, Anderson, and
others are confronted with a paradox: how can we claim universal knowledge and common language for the essay when we presume the essay is personal and limited to the vision of a specific writer?
We can also argue that language is deeply embedded in discourse communities, is often non-referential, and is communal, not individualistic, at
base, an argument that Susan Miller makes in response to Spellmeyer. As
David Bleich observes:
In psychology, biology, and chemistry/physics, respectively, the idea of the
origin of knowledge in individuals has been gradually replaced by the belief in its origins in groups, in history, and in social purposes. The role of
language is fundamental in all. But this sense of "language" is no longer familiar: it is not a code or a self-enclosed system of rules and words, or any
other entity that is separable from the social interests and collective experiences that emerge in public as language initiatives. (39)

If the self is not unitary, if language is not based on individual knowledge
but on collective experience, then the referentiality of personal, expressive
prose is called into question, and the accessibility of the personal essay to a
universal readership that shares "human experience" is also in doubt.
The linchpin for all these recent arguments for the revival of the essay
remains the idea that the essay presents individualistic, "personal" knowledge. According to Good, "The essayist's personality is offered as a 'universal

particular,' an example not of a particular virtue or vice, but of an 'actually
existing' individual and the unorganized 'wholeness' of his experience" (8).
The problem raised here reflects what Terry Eagleton calls the "humanistic
fallacy," "the naive notion that a literary text is just a kind of transcript of the
living voice of a real man or woman addressing us" (120).
Few of these recent theorists of the essay take the argument to its logical
conclusion: that the personal essay, individualistic and democratic in radix,
is opposed to the discourse of Marxism. But Good does make the point explicit: the resistance of the essay to system and dogma means that it resists,
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not only existentialism and poststructuralism, but Marxism and religion as
well. "The essay," he writes, "must obviously be at odds to some extent with
Marxism and religion in that both the latter approach phenomena in the
light of accepted principles or articles of faith, where the essay works from
particular phenomenon outwards (and not very far outwards)" (25). If we
allow Good's dichotomy between deduction and induction to stand, then
the conclusion is inescapable: the essay is an essential tool for Western
democracy. Indeed, that is the note with which he ends his book:
The essay is neither an elite form nor a mass form, and when it treats those
forms it is generally critical of both. It is a democratic form, open to anyone who can see clearly and think independently. As such it is vital to our
educational, cultural, and political health. (186)

The linking of Good's adjectives educational, cultural, and political
and his medical metaphor make my point clear. The essay, as interpreted by
these writers, is not simply a form of expressive discourse, but an essential element in the perpetuation of epistemological, cultural, and above all, political traditions. To admit this interpretation of the essay genre is to confirm
the "health" and well-being of our educational system, Western culture,.and
democracy; to affirm other interpretations introduces the question of disease. But how well does this pathology of the essay match the realities of the
genre, and what does it mean for American pedagogy?
Questioning the assumptions that the personal essay is individualistic,
accessible, and ultimately democratic must lead us to scrutinize the pedagogy that valorizes this kind of discourse. As both James Berlin and Robert J.
Connors have noted, the development of textbooks that used personal essays
as models was an outgrowth of what Berlin calls "expressionistic rhetoric"
(Berlin 62; Connors 177). By the 1920s, exploring students' experiences and
cultivating their personalities were the explicit goals of most composition

readers and remain the premise underlying many contemporary antholo-

gies. Under the influence of John Dewey the coupling of expressive
rhetoric, the imprinting of democratic progressivism, and the personal essay
became universal. "The very idea of education," Dewey wrote, is "a freeing
of individual capacity in a progressive growth- directed to social aims" (98).
As Karen Burke LeFevre points out, "radical individualism" has permeated
our pedagogy, rhetoric, and politics, and we need to,be aware of that perva-

siveness. One symptom of that pervasiveness is the use of the personal
interpreted as subjective, "personal" discourse in writing textbooks,
composition curricula, and in the recent theoretical statements I have been
scrutinizing here.
essay

515

512

Cross-Talk in Comp Theory

Hence even as composition pedagogy disposed of the notion of writing as
product and embraced the paradigm of writing as process, the personal essay
was still a useful tool in propagating the myth of writing as individualistic expression. It is in the last six or seven years, when Cooper, Brodkey, Burke,
LeFevre, and others anatomized the unicentric basis of composition theory
that writers like Spellmeyer, Anderson, and Good have felt the need to defend the subjective, individualistic, democratic qualities of the personal essay.

Frederic Jameson has pointed out that genre and form function

as

"ideograms," encoded systems of ideology (6). Most significantly for our pur-

poses here, in analyzing Adorno's essays, Jameson sees the fragmentation
and indirection of the essay genre not as the mimesis of an individual writer's
associative mental process, but as the linguistic representation of the dialectical process (52-53). Even if we grant that the essay genre has been imprinted with the ideology of bourgeois capitalism, that does not imply that
our pedagogy needs to reaffirm that ideology, or that our interpretive strategies toward the genre are also constricted by the same ideology. I would
challenge the notion that the essay genre is necessarily middle-class at base.
After all, essayists and their audiences can range from Bacon's aristocracy to
Alice Walker's rural African-American culture. Thanks to the diversity of the
genre, essays are continually being "remade" by different communities at
different points of time, with new textual elements and traditions added,
deleted, modified.
The point is that the essay is not inherently individualistic and subjective, and hence that its only place in composition pedagogy is as a model of
"writer-based prose." In fact, there is no evidence that using personal essays
as expressive discourse does promote a spirit of democracy or egalitarianism
in the writing or literature classroom. Students may find some topics that
speak directly to them, but the personal essay often remains alien, a species
of discourse imposed by the institution. What matters is what uses we make
of the essay in our courses, the nature of our pedagogical assumptions.
If our pedagogy asserts that the personal essay is intrinsically "democratic," then we had better define just what we mean by "democracy." The unstated assumption is that we mean American, capitalistic, individualistic
democracy. In light of the evolution of political systems around the world,
that easy assumption becomes increasingly problematic, especially when
we are talking about pedagogy and the social utility of education. So one of
our first steps must be to either free ourselves of the ideological burden of
calling personal essays "democratic," or at the very least define what that adjective means.
A second pedagogical step in dealing with the issues I raise here is to
question the whole notion of the social performance of higher education.
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And traditionally in the United States the notions of social performance and

democracy have been inextricably linked. Almost every college mission
statement implies this connection: the duty of a university is to promote rationality which promotes intellectual freedom which promotes democracy.
Look, for example, at a draft of a "Philosophy of University Studies" proposed at my institution:
Historically, education has always been charged with civic obligations.
Freedom without enlightenment could not and will not long endure. The
best safeguard of democracy, the key to its life, lies in the people themselves, specifically in their rational, intellectual empowerment. (10)

I am not claiming that we should not be making these connections and as-

sertions. What I am suggesting is that we need to be aware that such
premises affect everyday decisions we make in the classroom and the texts
and methods we select for our classes, and that those premises need to be articulated and continually questioned.
My critique of the common critical approach to the essay and the pedagogy that has accommodated that approach may seem to imply that I see no
role for the personal essay in the composition or literature classroom. Actually, I enjoy personal essays too much, and find them too useful in teaching,
to banish them, and I would also argue that the greater variety of discourse
forms our students explore the better. I also realize that personal essays are
too deeply embedded in educational institutions and the publishing industry to be easily extricated. If, as Robert Scho les suggests, "the whole naive
epistemology" that "a complete self confronts a solid world, perceiving it directly and accurately, always capable of capturing it perfectly" is now "lying
in ruins around us" (655), then we need to find a new pedagogy that can still
make use of the personal essay. Ultimately what my critique suggests is a
pedagogy that attempts to balance the individualistic, expressive view of
knowledge with a social, collective perspective.
The best answer at the moment, it seems to me, is to bring the personal
essay into the collaborative writing project. At first glance this seems like an
impossible task: how could one reconcile a form that typically uses the firstperson singular pronoun with group production? This problem confronts
any advocate of collaborative writing, most recently Lisa Ede and Andrea
Lunsford, who write that their research "has led us not to assent to the 'death
of the author' but to try to conceive new and more expansive ways of experiencing and representing authorship" (131).
Ede and Lunsford identify two major pitfalls for collaborative writing
pedagogy: that collaborative writing remains largely based on a notion of
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individualistic authorship, and that texts written in groups will be hierarchical, authoritative, consensual, masculine, and product-oriented (112-36).
They find the former problem in the work of Peter Elbow and the early writings of Kenneth Bruffee, and indeed this is common practice. We have students write and read personal essays within the framework of a cognitive
composition process, and collaborative work is limited to the invention and
revising, but not the drafting, stages. When collaborative work is practiced at

all stages of the composing process, students typically generateand are
asked to generatewhat Ede and Lunsford call "hierarchical" texts, texts
which are "rigidly structured, driven by highly specified goals, and carried
out by people playing clearly defined and delimited roles" (133). The usual
model for these texts are committee reports drawn from business or academic administration, and most of us would not call these "personal essays" at
all. In fact, they are articles, reports, arguments that have been traditionally
contrasted to the personal essay.
I want to suggest three ways in which the personal essay can be integrated into a collaborative writing pedagogy. First, by asking students to reconstruct the cultural context in which personal essays are written. Second,
by urging students to test the ethos of the rhetorical situation, by challenging
the unity of the first-person narrator that is a hallmark of the personal essay.
Third, by asking students to examine for themselves the place of the personal essay in the university curriculum. Like Ede and Lunsford, I am not
going to lay down rules and laws for such a pedagogy; to do so would be to
lapse back into a sense of authority which my preceding critique has questioned. And I am not arguing for the personal essay as a panacea for our pedagogical conundrums. But I do think there are ways to continue to use the
genre in the classroom, and I hope these ideas begin a dialogue that will
lead to more possibilities.
To return to my first point: I hardly need to recapitulate the demands for
the re-contextualization of the literary text in our classes that have been
voiced by feminists, New Historicists, cultural critics, structuralists, readerresponse theorists, and others. But it seems clear that the paradigm of the
isolated text is as limiting as the myth of the isolated writer, and in fact the
two are linked through an aesthetics of expressive referentiality. The first

step in re-constructing the personal essay as something other than "one
man's meat" (to borrow E. B. White's title) must be teaching the "cultural
text," as Gerald Graff calls it. "If there is any point of agreement" among literary theorists today, Graff claims, "it is on the principle that texts are not,
after all, autonomous and self-contained, that the meaning of any text . .
depends . . on other texts and textualized frames of reference" (256). Pursuing a dialogic pedagogy, Graff writes that "the unit of study should cease to
.

.
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be the isolated text (or author) and become the virtual space or cultural conversation that the text presupposes" (257).
One of our first aims, then, is to present the "cultural text" of a personal
essay to our students. This means, in practice, drawing together earlier es-

says, other works by the essayist, the essayist's biography, newspaper accounts, movies, music, art, politicswhatever illuminated and broadened
the context of the essay. For example, an examination of Lamb's "The Old
South-Sea House" might involve not only other Elian essays but the works,
letters, and recorded conversations of his circle, the political climate of the
Regency, the economic fortunes of the British Empire, Lamb's personal life,
ballads, pictures, and so forth. Another example: a class reading an essay
from Joan Didion's Slouching Towards Bethlehem might explore Didion's
life, pop music, war and protest, television in short, the culture of Californiain trying to grasp the full context of a particular essay.
My second point in a new pedagogical approach is more profoundly
tied to the personal essay genre and to the critique I have advanced. We can
perhaps most effectively challenge the whole idea of singular authorship by
stretching the limits of the first-person pronoun, the "I" narrative strategy
composition classes have followed in expressive, writer-based instruction.
The sanctity of the "I" and the assumption that the persona of the personal
essay is the writer herself could be challenged in a number of ways: by having writing groups create a personal essay that purports to be the work of a
single author; by encouraging individual students to write a personal essay
using "we"; by having teams re-write personal essays from other singular
viewpointssay, Didion's "Some Dreamers of the Golden Dream" rewritten from the persona of a Latina woman. A critique or review of the process
of composing as a group behind the fiction of a singular author would be an
essential part of any such project.
Both in terms, of composition theory and the nature of the personal essay
that I have advanced here, this is not a radical departure. Rhetoricians have
long focused on the nature of the speaker's ethos, and there have been practical applications for the composition classroom, as in Walker Gibson's valuable Persona: A Style Study for Readers and Writers. But the assumption is

almost always that a single author will don a variety of masks, not that a
group of writers will be speaking from a single persona or many singular per-

sonae. The Tatler and Spectator papers, after all, featured several writers
composing behind a singular persona.
The personal persona could be destabilized further by encouraging students not to create a unified, coherent first-persona singular voice, but rather
a mix of "I" speakers. Annie Dillard achieves something like this in many of
her essays. Ede and Lunsford might call this kind of collaborative writing
519
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dialogic, and given the variety of forms and audiences that the essay genre
has accommodated, I think the personal essay is particularly well suited to
this pedagogy.
We need to be very careful, however, about how we use the notion of dialogism in our pedagogies. Spellmeyer, for example, stresses the dialogic na-

ture and potentials of the essay in interaction with student writers/readers. I
feel he misreads Bakhtin, limiting dialogism to exchanges between individuals, not social groups. Bakhtin claimed that the novel "and those artistic-

prose genres that gravitate towards it" (implicitly including the essay)
organize "a diversity of social speech types" on "socio-ideological languages"
that comprise "heteroglossia"; individual voices are bearers of those social
speech types, not vice versa. Thomas E. Recchio explores the application of

Bakhtinian dialogism to the essay genre thoroughly and suggests (like
Spellmeyer, in my opinion) that the essay is essentially subjective but ameliorated by the concept of social dialogue. In her address to the 1989 CCCC
Meeting, Andrea Lunsford cited Bakhtin as a model for composition pedagogy and research. Despite the fact that Lunsford extols collaborative writing as a vital new direction for composition, she nevertheless asserts that
"writing was necessary for the invention of the self
[and] the reification
of that self in the Romantic 'author,' and its crossing to America as rugged
individualism, self-reliance, and intellectual property
." (73). And that
premise leads her to the conclusion that composition teachers are "radically
democratic" (76).
That brings me to my last point in a pedagogy that attempts to re-situate
.

.

.

.

.

the personal essay: let the studentscollaboratively or individuallyaddress the issue of the personal essay and its place in the curriculum. Let
them explore and debate the issues of individualism and collectivism which
have informed our recent re-evaluations of the personal essay. At the end of
Professing Literature, Graff quotes James Kincaid's vision of an ideal literature course, one where we "teach not the texts themselves but how we situate ourselves in reference to those texts" (262). We can use personal essays to
raise important questions with our students about the nature of knowledge
and education. We can ask them: What is a personal essay? What makes it
Does it have any role in a writing class? Why are personal essays
so widely used in writing classes?
We would probably not get a clear consensus from our students on these
questions, and that is all to the good. As several writers have pointed out,
much work in collaborative writing relies on the idea of consensusthat the
group writing or the group being written to is a unit, a community without
difference or dissent. Bruffee asks us to quit assuming that people write "to
enhance their own individuality" and instead assume "that people write in
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order to be accepted, to join, to be regarded as another member of the cul-'
ture or community that constitutes the writer's audience" (651). It would not
be difficult, if one valorized the idea of consensus within the collaborative
project, as Bruffee does here, to argue that this pedagogy is indeed "democratic." And it would not be difficult to fit the personal essay into this kind of
pedagogy. But we may not want to privilege consensus in our pedagogy, nor
will our students' best writing necessarily grow out of consensus.
The issue of consensus brings us back to our starting point: is the essay
intrinsically democratic? Only if we confirm that the essay conveys personal,
subjective knowledge, that it inscribes the self and that it is accessible to all.
Is the personal essay even at base personal and subjective, as Good and others. claim? Not necessarily. We can construe the essay as intrinsically collaborative; even when essays are written by what Cooper calls "the solitary
author" those essays were often a collaborative effort. We could explore the
ways in which readership shaped particular essays and was constructed by
essayists. And we could use those insights to help student groups generate essays that are collaborative and "dialogic," that take into account actual and
fictionalized audiences, that construct a kind of knowledge that is not limited to individual experience and that is not simply an adjunct to the proselytization of American democracy. If we do not, we may, as Hesse writes,
"insulate students from vital questions about relationships among language,
individualism, and discursive formation" (324).
What I have been trying to highlight here is that the conventional wisdom for both literary critics and composition pedagogues affirms the ideologies of individualism and "democracy," and that we need to be aware of and
examine those premises. I am not arguing that "democracy" should be replaced with some other political ideology, or that we should try to generate a
pedagogy that is apolitical. Indeed, the latter is impossible, the former probably impractical. Ohmann and Cooper, among others, have pointed out
that a pedagogy that is not "inner-directed" (Patricia Bizzell's term) or individualistic usually collides with vast institutional conventions, like grading.
But teachers of composition and literature should, I think, know and discuss
the kinds of ideology genre bears, and our appropriations of the personal
essay are a good case in point.
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The Language of Exclusion
Writing Instruction at the University
MIKE ROSE

"How many `minor errors' are acceptable?"
"We must try to isolate and define those further skills in composition ..."
.

. we should provide a short remedial course to patch up any

deficiencies."

"Perhaps the most striking feature of this campus' siege against illiteracy .. ."
"One might hope that, after a number of years, standards might be set in

the high schools which would allow us to abandon our own defensive
program."

These snippets come from University of California and California state legislative memos, reports, and position papers and from documents produced
during a recent debate in UCLA's Academic Senate over whether a course
in our freshman writing sequence was remedial. Though these quotations

and a half dozen others I will use in this essayare local, they represent a
kind of institutional language about writing instruction in American higher
education. There are five ideas about writing implicit in these comments:
Writing ability is judged in terms of the presence of error and can thus be
quantified. Writing is a skill or a tool rather than a discipline. A number of
our students lack this skill and must be remediated. In fact, some percentage
of our students are, for all intents and purposes, illiterate. Our remedial efforts, while currently necessary, can be phased out once the literacy crisis is
solved in other segments of the educational system.
Reprinted from College English 47.4 (April 1985): 341-59. Used with permission.
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This kind of thinking and talking is so common that we often fail to notice that it reveals a reductive, fundamentally behaviorist model of the development and use of written language, a problematic definition of writing,
and an inaccurate assessment of student ability and need. This way of talking about writing abilities and instruction is woven throughout discussions
of program and curriculum development, course credit, instructional evaluation, and resource allocation. And, in various ways, it keeps writing instruction at the periphery of the curriculum.
It is certainly true that many faculty and administrators would take issue
with one or more of the above notions. And those of us in writing would
bring current thinking in rhetoric and composition studies into the conver-

sation. (Though we oftenperhaps uncomfortably rely on terms like
"skill" and "remediation.") Sometimes we successfully challenge this language or set up sensible programs in spite of it. But all too often we can do
neither. The language represented in the headnotes of this essay reveals
deeply held beliefs. It has a tradition and a style, and it plays off the fundamental tension between the general education and the research missions of
the American university. The more I think about this language and recall
the contexts in which I've heard it used, the more I realize how caught up
we all are in a political-semantic web that restricts the way we think about
the place of writing in the academy. The opinions I have been describing
are certainly not the only ones to be heard. But they are strong. Influential.
Rhetorically effective. And profoundly exclusionary. Until we seriously rethink it, we will misrepresent the nature of writing, misjudge our students'
problems, and miss any chance to effect a true curricular change that will
situate writing firmly in the undergraduate curriculum.

Let us consider the college writing course for a moment. Freshman
composition originated in 1874 as a Harvard response to the poor writing of
upperclassmen, spread rapidly, and became and remained the most consistently required course in the American curriculum. Upper division writing
courses have a briefer and much less expansive history, but they are currently receiving a good deal of institutional energy and support. It would be
hard to think of an ability more desired than the ability to write. Yet, though

writing courses are highly valued, even enjoying a boom, they are also
viewed with curious eyes. Administrators fund them often generously
but academic senates worry that the boundaries between high school and
college are eroding, and worry as well that the considerable investment of
resources in such courses will drain money from the research enterprise.
They deny some of the courses curricular status by tagging them remedial,
and their members secretly or not-so-secretly wish the courses could be
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moved to community colleges. Scientists and social scientists underscore the

importance of effective writing, yet find it difficult if not impossibleto
restructure their own courses of study to encourage and support writing.
More than a few humanists express such difficulty as well. English depart-

ments hold onto writing courses but consider the work intellectually
second-class. The people who teach writing are more often than not temporary hires; their courses are robbed of curricular continuity and of the status
that comes with tenured faculty involvement. And the instructors? Well,
they're just robbed.
The writing course holds a very strange position in the American curriculum. It is within this setting that composition specialists must debate and
defend and interminably evaluate what they do. And how untenable such
activity becomes if the very terms of the defense undercut both the nature of
writing and the teaching of writing, and exclude it in various metaphorical
ways from the curriculum. We end up arguing with words that sabotage our
argument. The first step in resolving such a mess is to consider the language
institutions use when they discuss writing. What I want to do in this essay is
to look at each of the five notions presented earlier, examine briefly the conditions that shaped their use, and speculate 'on how it is that they misrepre-

sent and exclude. I will conclude by entertaining a less reductive and
exclusionary way to thinkand talkabout writing in the academy.

BEHAVIORISM, QUANTIFICATION,
AND WRITING
A great deal of current work in fields as diverse as rhetoric, composition stud-

ies, psycholinguistics, and cognitive development has underscored the importance of engaging young writers in rich, natural language use. And the
movements of the last four decades that have most influenced the teaching

of writinglife adjustment, liberal studies, and writing as processhave
each, in their very different ways, placed writing pedagogy in the context of
broad concerns: personal development and adjustment, a rhetorical-literary
tradition, the psychology of composing. It is somewhat curious, then, that a
behaviorist approach to writing, one that took its fullest shape in the 1930s
and has been variously and severely challenged by the movements that followed it, remains with us as vigorously as it does. It is atomistic, focusing on
isolated bits of discourse, error centered, and linguistically reductive. It has a
style and a series of techniques that influence pedagogy, assessment, and
evaluation. We currently see its influence in workbooks, programmed instruction, and many formulations of behavioral objectives, and it gets most
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of its airplay in remedial courses. It has staying power. Perhaps we can better
understand its resilience if we briefly survey the history that gives it its current shape.

When turn-of-the-century educational psychologists like E. L. Thorndike began to study the teaching of writing, they found a Latin and Greekinfluenced school grammar that was primarily a set of prescriptions for
conducting socially acceptable discourse, a list of the arcane do's and don'ts

of usage for the ever-increasing numbers of childrenmany from lower
classes and immigrant groups entering the educational system. Thorndike
and his colleagues also found reports like those issuing from the Harvard
faculty in the 1890s which called attention to the presence of errors in handwriting, spelling, and grammar in the writing of the university's entering
freshmen. The twentieth-century writing curriculum, then, was focused on
the particulars of usage, grammar, and mechanics. Correctness became, in
James Berlin's words, the era's "most significant measure of accomplished
prose" (Writing Instruction in Nineteenth-Century American Colleges [Carbondale: Southern Illinois University Press, 1984], p. 73).

Such particulars suited educational psychology's model of language
quite well: a mechanistic paradigm that studied language by reducing it to
discrete behaviors and that defined language growth as the accretion of these
particulars. The stress, of course, was on quantification and measurement.
("Whatever exists at all exists in some amount," proclaimed Thorndike.1)

The focus on errorwhich is eminently measurablefound justification in
a model of mind that was ascending in American academic psychology. Educators embraced the late Victorian faith in science.

Thorndike and company would champion individualized instruction
and insist on language practice rather than the rote memorization of rules of
grammar that characterized nineteenth-century pedagogy. But they conducted their work within a model of language that was tremendously limited, and this model was further supported and advanced by what Raymond
Callahan has called "the cult of efficiency," a strong push to apply to education the principles of industrial scientific management (Education and the
Cult of Efficiency [Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1962]). Educational gains were defined as products, and the output of products could be

measured. Pedagogical effectivenesswhich meant cost-effectiveness
could be determined with "scientific" accuracy. This was the era of the educational efficiency expert. (NCTE even had a Committee on Economy of
Time in English.) The combination of positivism, efficiency, and skittishness about correct grammar would have a profound influence on pedagogy
and research.
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This was the time when workbooks and "practice pads" first became big

business. Their success could at least partly be attributed to the fact that
they were supported by scientific reasoning. Educational psychologists had
demonstrated that simply memorizing rules of grammar and usage had no
discernible effect on the quality of student writing. What was needed was application of those rules through practice provided by drills and exercises.
The theoretical underpinning was expressed in terms of "habit formation"

and "habit strength," the behaviorist equivalent of learningthe resilience
of an "acquired response" being dependent on the power and number of reinforcements. The logic was neat: specify a desired linguistic behavior as
precisely as possible (e.g., the proper use of the pronouns "he" and "him")
and construct opportunities to practice it. The more practice, the more the
linguistic habit will take hold. Textbooks as well as workbooks shared this
penchant for precision. One textbook for teachers presented a unit on the
colon.2 A text for students devoted seven pages to the use of a capital letter to
indicate a proper noun.3 This was also the time when objective testswhich

had been around since 1890enjoyed a sudden rebirth as "new type" tests.
And they, of course, were precision incarnate. The tests generated great enthusiasm among educators who saw in them a scientific means accurately
and fairly to assess student achievement in language arts as well as in social
studies and mathematics. Ellwood Cubberley, the dean of the School of Education at Stanford, called the development of these "new type" tests "one
of the most significant movements in all our educational history." Cubberley and his colleagues felt they were on the threshold of a new era.
Research too focused on the particulars of language, especially on listing and tabulating error. One rarely finds consideration of the social context

of error, or of its cognitive-developmental meaning that is, no interpretation of its significance in the growth of the writer. Instead one finds W. S.
Guiler tallying the percentages of 350 students who, in misspelling "mortgage," erred by omitting the "t" vs. those who dropped the initial "g."5 And
one reads Grace Ransom's study of .students' "vocabularies of errors" a
popular notion that any given student has a more or less stable set of errors
he or she commits. Ransom showed that with drill and practice, students
ceased making many of the errors that appeared on pretests (though, unfortunately for the theory, a large number of new errors appeared in their posttests).6 One also reads Luella Cole Pressey's assertion that "everything
needed for about 90 per cent of the writing students do . . appears to in.

volve only some 44 different rules of English composition." And therefore, if

mastery of the rules is divided up and allocated to grades 2 through 12,
"there is an average of 4.4 rules to be mastered per year."7
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Such research and pedagogy was enacted to good purpose, a purpose
stated well by H. J. Arnold, Director of Special Schools at Wittenberg
College:
[Students] disabilities are specific. The more exactly they can be located,
the more promptly they can be removed.
It seems reasonably safe to
predict that the elimination of the above mentioned disabilities through
adequate remedial drill will do much to remove students' handicaps in certain college courses. ("Diagnostic and Remedial Techniques for College
Freshmen," Association of American Colleges Bulletin, 16 [1930], pp.
271-272).
.

.

.

The trouble, of course, is that such work is built on a set of highly questionable assumptions: that a writer has a relatively fixed repository of linguistic

blunders that can be pinpointed and then corrected through drill, that
repetitive drill on specific linguistic features represented in isolated sentences will result in mastery of linguistic (or stylistic or rhetorical) principles, that bits of discourse bereft of rhetorical or conceptual context can
form the basis of curriculum and assessment, that good writing is correct
writing, and that correctness has to do with pronoun choice, verb forms, and
the like.

Despite the fact that such assumptions began to be challenged by the
late 30s,8 the paraphernalia and the approach of the scientific era were destined to remain with us. I think this trend has the staying power it does for a

number of reasons, the ones we saw illustrated in our brief historical
overview. It gives a methoda putatively objective oneto the strong desire of our society to maintain correct language use. It is very American in its
seeming efficiency. And it offers a simple, understandable view of complex

linguistic problems. The trend seems to reemerge with most potency in
times of crisis: when budgets crunch and accountability looms or, particularly, when "nontraditional" students flood our institutions.9 A reduction of
complexity has great appeal in institutional decision making, especially in
difficult times: a scientific-atomistic approach to language, with its attendant
tallies and charts, nicely fits an economic/political decision-making model.
When in doubt or when scared or when pressed, count.
And something else happens. When student writing is viewed in this
particularistic, pseudo-scientific way, it gets defined in very limited terms as

a narrow band of inadequate behavior separate from the vastly complex
composing that faculty members engage in for a living and delve into for
work and for play. And such perception yields what it intends: a behavior
that is stripped of its rich cognitive and rhetorical complexity. A behavior
530
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that, in fact, looks and feels basic, fundamental, atomistic. A behavior that
.certainly does not belong in the university.

ENGLISH AS A SKILL
As English, a relatively new course of study, moved into the second and
third decades of this century, it was challenged by efficiency-obsessed ad,
ministrators and legislators. Since the teaching of writing required tremendous resources, English teachers had to defend their work in utilitarian
terms. One very successful defense was their characterization of English as a
"skill" or "tool subject" that all students had to master in order to achieve in

almost any subject and to function as productive citizens. The defense
worked, and the utility of English in schooling and in adult life was confirmed for the era.
The way this defense played itself out, however, had interesting ramifi-

cations. Though a utilitarian defense of English included for many the
rhetorical/conceptual as well as the mechanical/grammatical dimensions of
language, the overwhelming focus of discussion in the committee reports
and the journals of the 1920s and 1930s was on grammatical and mechanical error. The narrow focus was made even more narrow by a fetish for
"scientific" tabulation. One could measure the degree to which students
mastered their writing skill by tallying their mistakes.
We no longer use the phrase "tool subject," and we have gone a long
way in the last three decades from error tabulation toward revitalizing the
rhetorical dimension of writing. But the notion of writing as a skill is still
central to our discussions and our defenses: we have writing skills hierarchies, writing skills assessments, and writing skills centers. And necessary as
such a notion may seem to be, I think it carries with it a tremendous liability. Perhaps the problem is nowhere more clearly illustrated than in this excerpt from the UCLA academic senate's definition of a university course:
A university course should set forth an integrated body of knowledge with
primary emphasis on presenting principles and theories rather than on developing skills and techniques.

If "skills and techniques" are included, they must be taught "primarily as a
means to learning, analyzing, and criticizing theories and principles." There
is a lot to question in this definition, but for now let us limit ourselves to the
distinction it establishes between a skill and a body of knowledge. The distinction highlights a fundamental tension in the American university: be531
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tween what Laurence Veysey labels the practical-utilitarian dimension
(applied, vocational, educationalist) and both the liberal culture and the research dimensions the latter two, each in different ways, elevating appreciation and pure inquiry over application (The Emergence of the American
University [Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1965]). To discuss writing
as a skill, then, is to place it in the realm of the technical, and in the current,
research-ascendant American university, that is a kiss of death.
Now it is true that we commonly use the word skill in ways that suggest a
complex interweaving of sophisticated activity and rich knowledge. We
praise the interpretive skills of the literary critic, the diagnostic skills of the
physician, the interpersonal skills of the clinical psychologist. Applied, yes,
but implying a kind of competence that is more in line with obsolete definitions that equate skill with reason and understanding than with this more
common definition (that of the American Heritage Dictionary): "An art,
trade, or technique, particularly one requiring use of the hands or body." A
skill, particularly in the university setting, is, well, a tool, something one develops and refines and completes in order to take on the higher-order demands of purer thought. Everyone may acknowledge the value of the skill
(our senate praised our course to the skies as it removed its credit), but it is
valuable as the ability to multiply or titrate a solution or use an index or draw
a map is valuable. It is absolutely necessary but remains second-class. It is
not "an integrated body of knowledge" but a technique, something acquired
differently from the way one acquires knowledge from drill, from practice,

from procedures that conjure up the hand and the eye but not the mind.
Skills are discussed as separable, distinct, circumscribable activities; thus we
talk of subskills, levels of skills, sets of skills. Again writing is defined by abilities one can quantify and connect as opposed to the dynamism and organic
vitality one associates with thought.

Because skills are fundamental tools, basic procedures, there is the
strong expectation that they be mastered at various preparatory junctures in

one's educational career and in the places where such tools are properly
crafted. In the case of writing, the skills should be mastered before one enters college and takes on higher-order endeavors. And the place for such in-

structionbefore or after entering college is the English class. Yes, the
skill can be refined, but its fundamental development is over, completed via
a series of elementary. and secondary school courses and perhaps one or two
college courses, often designated remedial. Thus it is that so many faculty
consider upper-division and especially graduate-level writing courses as de
jure remedial. To view writing as a skill in the university context reduces the
possibility of perceiving it as a complex ability that is continually developing
as one engages in new tasks with new materials for new audiences.
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If the foregoing seems a bit extreme, consider this passage from our Academic Senate's review of UCLA Writing Programs:
.

.

.

it seems difficult to see how composition whose distinctive aspect

seems to be the transformation of language from thought or speech to hard
copyrepresents a distinct further step in shaping cogitation. There don't
seem to be persuasive grounds for abandoning the view that composition is
still a skill attendant to the attainment of overall linguistic competence.

The author of the report, a chemist, was reacting to some of our faculty's assertions about the interweaving of thinking and writing; writing for him is
more or less a transcription skill.
So to reduce writing to second-class intellectual status is to influence
the way faculty, students, and society view the teaching of writing. This is a
bitter pill, but we in writing may have little choice but to swallow it. For,
after all, is not writing simply different from "integrated bodies of knowledge" like sociology or biology? Is it? Well, yes and no. There are aspects of
writing that would fit a skills model (the graphemic aspects especially). But
much current theory and research are moving us to see that writing is not
simply a transcribing skill mastered in early development. Writing seems
central to the shaping and directing of certain modes of cognition, is integrally involved in learning, is a means of defining the self and defining reality, is a means of representing and contextualizing information (which has
enormous political as well as conceptual and archival importance), and is
an activity that develops over one's lifetime. Indeed it is worth pondering
whether many of the "integrated bodies of knowledge" we study, the disciplines we practice, would have ever developed in the way they did and re-

veal the knowledge they do if writing did not exist. Would history or
philosophy or economics exist as we know them? It is not simply that the
work of such disciplines is recorded in writing, but that writing is intimately
involved in the nature of their inquiry. Writing is not just a skill with which
one can present or analyze knowledge. It is essential to the very existence of
certain kinds of knowledge.

REMEDIATION
Since the middle of the last century, American colleges have been establishing various kinds of preparatory programs and classes within their halls to
maintain enrollments while bringing their entering students up to curricu-

lar par.1° One fairly modern incarnation of this activity is the "remedial
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class," a designation that appears frequently in the education and language
arts journals of the 1.920s." Since that time remedial courses have remained
very much with us: we have remedial programs, remedial sections, remedial

textbooks, and, of course, remedial students. Other terms with different
twists (like "developmental" and "compensatory") come and go, but "remedial" has staying power. Exactly what the adjective "remedial" means, how-

ever, has never quite been clear. To remediate seems to mean to correct
errors or fill in gaps in a person's knowledge. The implication is that the ma-

terial being studied should have been learned during prior education but
was not. Now the reasons why it was not could vary tremendously: they
could rest with the student (physical impairment, motivational problems,
intelligence), the family (socio-economic status, stability, the support of
reading-writing activities), the school (location, sophistication of the curriculum, adequacy of elementary or secondary instruction), the culture or
subculture (priority of schooling, competing expectations and demands), or
some combination of such factors. What "remedial" means in terms of curriculum and pedagogy is not clear either. What is remedial for a school like
UCLA might well be standard for other state or community colleges, and
what is considered standard during one era might well be tagged remedial
in the next.
It is hard to define such a term. The best definition of remedial I can arrive at is a highly dynamic, contextual one: The function of labelling certain
material remedial in higher education is to keep in place the hard fought
for, if historically and conceptually problematic and highly fluid, distinction
between college and secondary work. "Remedial" gains its meaning, then,
in a political more than a pedagogical universe.

And the political dimension is powerful to be remedial is to be substandard, inadequate, and, because of the origins of the term, the inadequacy is metaphorically connected to disease and mental defect. It has been
difficult to trace the educational etymology of the word "remedial," but what
I have uncovered suggests this: Its origins are in law and medicine, and by
the late nineteenth century the term fell pretty much in the medical domain
and was soon applied to education. "Remedial" quickly generalized beyond
the description of students who might have had neurological problems to
those with broader, though special, educational problems and then to those
normal learners who are not up to a particular set of standards in a particular
era at particular institutions. Here is some history.
Most of the enlightened work in the nineteenth century with the training of special populations (the deaf, the blind, the mentally retarded) was
conducted by medical people, often in medical settings. And when young
people who could hear and see and were of normal intelligence but had un534
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usualthough perhaps not devastatingdifficulties began to seek help,
they too were examined within a medical framework. Their difficulties had

to do with reading and writingthough mostly readingand would today
be classified as learning disabilities. One of the first such difficulties to be
studied was dyslexia, then labelled "congenital word blindness."
In 1896 a physician named Morgan reported in the pages of The British
Medical Journal the case of a "bright and intelligent boy" who was having
great difficulty learning to read. Though he knew the alphabet, lie would
spell some words in pretty unusual ways. He would reverse letters or drop
them or write odd combinations of consonants and vowels. Dr. Morgan examined the boy and had him read and write. The only diagnosis that made
sense was one he had to borrow and analogize from the cases of stroke vic-

tims, "word blindness," but since the child had no history of cerebral
trauma, Morgan labelled his condition "congenital word blindness" (W.
Pringle Morgan, "A Case of Congenital Word Blindness," The British Medical Journal, 6, Part 2 [1896], 1378). Within the next two decades a number
of such cases surfaced; in fact another English physician, James Hinshelwood, published several books on congenital word blindness.'2 The explanations were for the most part strictly medical, and, it should be noted, were
analogized from detectable cerebral pathology in adults to conditions with
no detectable pathology in children.
In the 1920s other medical men began to advance explanations a bit different from Morgan's and Hinshelwood's. Dr. Samuel Orton, an American
physician, posed what he called a "cerebral physiological" theory that directed thinking away from trauma analogues and toward functional explanations. Certain areas of the brain were not defective but underdeveloped and
could be corrected through "remedial effort." But though he posed a basically educational model for dyslexia, Dr. Orton's language should not be
overlooked. He spoke of "brain habit" and the "handicap" of his "physiological deviates."I3 Though his theory was different from that of his forerunners,
his language, significantly, was still medical.
As increasing access to education brought more and more children into
the schools, they were met by progressive teachers and testing experts interested in assessing and responding to individual differences: Other sorts of
reading and writing problems, not just dyslexia, were surfacing, and increas-

ing numbers of teachers, not just medical people, were working with the

special students. But the medical vocabularywith its implied medical
model remained dominant. People tried to diagnose various disabilities,
defects, deficits, deficiencies, and handicaps, and then tried to remedy them.I4
So one starts to see all sorts of reading/writing problems clustered together
and addressed with this language. For example, William S. Gray's important
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monograph, Remedial Cases in Reading: Their Diagnosis and Treatment
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1922), listed as "specific causes of
failure in reading" inferior learning capacity,. congenital word blindness,
poor auditory memory, defective vision, a narrow span of recognition, ineffective eye movements, inadequate training in phonetics, inadequate attention to the content, an inadequate speaking vocabulary, a small meaning
vocabulary, speech defects, lack of interest, and timidity. The remedial paradigm was beginning to include those who had troubles as varied as bad eyes,
second language interference, and shyness.15
It is likely that the appeal of.medical-remedial language had much to do
with its associations with scientific objectivity and accuracypowerful currency in the efficiency-minded 1920s and 30s. A nice illustration of this in-

teraction of influences appeared in Albert Lang's 1930 textbook, Modern
Methods in Written Examinations (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1930). The
medical model is quite explicit:
teaching bears a resemblance to the practice of medicine. Like a successful

physician, the good teacher must be something of a diagnostician. The
physician by means of a general examination singles out the individuals
whose physical defects require a more thorough testing. He critically scrutinizes the special cases until he recognizes the specific troubles. After a
careful diagnosis he is able to prescribe intelligently the best remedial or
corrective measures. (p. 38)

By the 1930s the language of remediation could be found throughout
the pages of publications like English Journal, applied now to writing (as
well as reading and mathematics) and to high school and college students
who had in fact learned to write but were doing so with a degree of error
thought unacceptable. These were studentslarge numbers of them who

were not unlike the students who currently populate our "remedial"
courses: students from backgrounds that did not provide optimal environmental and educational opportunities, students who erred as they tried to
write the prose they thought the academy required, second-language students. The semantic net of "remedial" was expanding and expanding.
There was much to applaud in this focus on writing. It came from a progressive era desire to help all students progress through the educational sys-

'tem. But the theoretical and pedagogical model that was available for
"corrective teaching" led educators to view writing problems within a
medical-remedial paradigm. Thus they set out to diagnose as precisely as
possible the errors (defects) in a student's paperwhich they saw as symptomatic of equally isolable defects in the student's linguistic capacityand de-

522

536

The Language of Exclusion: Writing Instruction at the University

vise drills and exercises to remedy them. (One of the 1930s nicknames for
remedial sections was "sick sections." During the next decade they would be
tagged "hospital sections.") Such corrective teaching was, in the words of H.
J. Arnold, "the most logical as well as the most scientific method" ("Diagnostic and Remedial Techniques for College Freshmen," p. 276).
These then are the origins of the term, remediation. And though we
have, over the last fifty years, moved very far away from the conditions of its
origins and have developed a richer understanding of reading and writing
difficulties, the term is still with us. A recent letter from the senate of a local
liberal arts college is sitting on my desk. It discusses a "program in remedial
writing for . [those] entering freshmen suffering from severe writing handicaps." We seem entrapped by this language, this view of students and learning. Dr. Morgan has long since left his office, but we still talk of writers as
suffering from specifiable, locatable defects, deficits, and handicaps that can
be localized, circumscribed, and remedied. Such talk reveals an atomistic,
mechanistic-medical model of language that few contemporary students of
the use of language, from educators to literary theorists, would support. Furthermore, the notion of remediation, carrying with it as it does the etymolog.

.

ical wisps and traces of disease, serves to exclude from the academic
community those who are so labelled. They sit in scholastic quarantine until
their disease can be diagnosed and remedied.

ILLITERACY
In a recent meeting on graduation requirements, a UCLA dean referred to
students in remedial English as "the truly illiterate among us." Another administrator, in a memorandum on the potential benefits of increasing the
number of composition offerings, concluded sadly that the increase "would
not provide any assurance of universal literacy at UCLA." This sort of talk
about illiteracy is common. We hear it from college presidents, educational
foundations, pop grammarians, and scores of college professors like the one
who cried to me after a recent senate meeting, "All I want is a student who
can write a simple declarative sentence!" We in the academy like to talk this
way.I6 It is dramatic and urgent, and, given the current concerns about illiteracy in the United States, it is topical. The trouble is, it is wrong. Perhaps
we can better understand the problems with such labelling if we leave our
colleagues momentarily and consider what it is that literacy means.
To be literate means to be acquainted with letters or writings. But exactly how such acquaintance translates into behavior varies a good deal
over time and place. During the last century this country's Census Bureau
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defined as literate anyone who could write his or her name. These days the
government requires that one be able to read and write at a sixth-grade level

to he functionally literate: that is, to he able to meetto a minimal degreesociety's reading and writing demands. Things get a bit more complex if we consider the other meanings "literacy" has acquired. There are
some specialized uses of the term, all fairly new: computer literacy, mathematical literacy, visual literacy, and so on. Literacy here refers to an acquaintance with the "letters" or elements of a particular field or domain.
And there are also some very general uses of the term. Cultural literacy, another new construction, is hard to define because it is so broad and so variously used, but it most often refers to an acquaintance with the humanistic,
scientific, and social scientific achievements of one's dominant culture. Another general use of the term, a more traditional one, refers to the attainment of a liberal education, particularly in belles-lettres. Such literacy, of
course, is quite advanced and involves not only an acquaintance with a literary tradition but interpretive sophistication as well.
Going back over these definitions, we can begin by dismissing the
newer, specialized uses of "literacy." Computer literacy and other such
literacies are usually not the focus of the general outcries we have been considering. How about the fundamental definition as it is currently estab-

lished? This does not seem applicable either, for though many of the
students entering American universities write prose that is grammatically
and organizationally flawed, with very few exceptions they can read and
write at a sixth-grade level. A sixth-grade proficiency is, of course, absurdly

inadequate to do the work of higher education, but the definition still
stands. By the most common measure the vast majority of students in college are literate. When academics talk about illiteracy they are saying that
our students are "without letters" and cannot "write a simple declarative sentence." And such talk, for most students in most segments of higher education, is inaccurate and misleading.
One could argue that though our students are literate by common definition, a significant percentage of them might not be if we shift to the cultural and belletristic definitions of literacy or to a truly functional-contextual
definition: that is, given the sophisticated, specialized reading and writing

demands of the universityand the general knowledge they require then
it might be appropriate to talk of a kind of cultural illiteracy among some
percentage of the student body. These students lack knowledge of the
achievements of a tradition and are not at home with the ways we academics
write about them. Perhaps this use of illiteracy is more warranted than the
earlier talk about simple declarative sentences, but I would still advise cau-

tion. It is my experience that American college students tend to have
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learned more about western culture through their twelve years of schooling
than their papers or pressured classroom responses demonstrate. (And, of
course, our immigrant students bring with them a different cultural knowledge that we might not tap at all.) The problem is that the knowledge these
students possess is often incomplete and fragmented and is not organized in
ways that they can readily use in academic writing situations. But to say this
is not to say that their minds are cultural blank slates.
There is another reason to be concerned about inappropriate claims of
illiteracy. The term illiteracy comes to us with a good deal of semantic baggage, so that while an appropriately modified use of the term may accurately
denote, it can still misrepresent by what it suggests, by the traces it carries

from earlier eras. The social historian and anthropologist Shirley Brice
Heath points out that from the mid-nineteenth century on, American
school-based literacy was identified with "character, intellect, morality, and
good taste .. . literacy skills co-occurred with moral patriotic character."17 To
be literate is to be honorable and intelligent. Tag some group illiterate, and
you've gone beyond letters; you've judged their morals and their minds.
Please understand, it is not my purpose here to whitewash the very real
limitations a disheartening number of our students bring with them. I dearly
wish that more of them were more at home with composing and could write
critically better than they do. I wish they enjoyed struggling for graceful written language more than many seem to. I wish they possessed more knowl-

edge about humanities and the sciences so they could write with more
authority than they usually do. And I wish to God that more of them read
novels and poems for pleasure. But it is simply wrong to leap from these unrequited desires to claims of illiteracy. Reading and writing, as any ethnographic study would show, are woven throughout our students' lives. They
write letters; some keep diaries. They read about what interests them, and
those interests range from rock and roll to computer graphics to black holes.
Reading, for many, is part of religious observation. They carry out a number
of reading and writing acts in their jobs and in their interactions with various
segments of society. Their college preparatory curriculum in high school,
admittedly to widely varying degrees, is built on reading, and even the most
beleaguered schools require some kind of writing. And many of these students read and even write in languages other than English. No, these students are not illiterate, by common definition, and if the more sophisticated
definitions apply, they sacrifice their accuracy by all they imply.
Illiteracy is a problematic term. I suppose that academics use it because it
is rhetorically effective (evoking the specter of illiteracy to an audience of
peers, legislators, or taxpayers can be awfully persuasive) or because it is emotionally satisfying. It gives expression to the frustration and disappointment in
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teaching students who do not share one's passions. As well, it affirms the faculty's membership in the society of the literate. One reader of this essay suggested to me that academics realize the hyperbole in their illiteracy talk, do

not really mean it to be taken, well, literally. Were this invariably true, I
would still voice concern over such exaggeration, for, as with any emotionally
prOpelled utterance, it might well be revealing deeply held attitudes and beliefs, perhaps not unlike those discussed by Heath. And, deeply felt or not,
such talk in certain political and decision-making settings can dramatically
influence the outcomes of deliberation.
The fact remains that cries of illiteracy substitute a fast quip for careful

analysis. Definitional accuracy here is important, for if our students are in
fact adult illiterates, then a particular, very special curriculum is needed. If
they are literate but do not read much for pleasure, or lack general knowledge that is central to academic inquiry, or need to write more than they do
and pay more attention to it than they are inclined to, well, then these are
very different problems. They bring with them quite different institutional
commitments and pedagogies, and they locate the student in a very different
place in the social-political makeup of the academy. Determining that place
is crucial, for where but in the academy would being "without letters" be so
stigmatizing?

THE MYTH OF TRANSIENCE
I have before me a report from the California Postsecondary Education
Commission called Promises to Keep. It is a comprehensive and fair-minded
assessment of remedial instruction in the three segments of California's public college and university system. As all such reports do, Promises to Keep pre-

sents data on instruction and expenses, discusses the implications of the
data, and calls for reform. What makes the report unusual is its inclusion of
an historical overview of preparatory instruction in the United States. It acknowledges the fact that such instruction in some guise has always been with
us. In spite of its acknowledgement, the report ends on a note of optimism
characteristic of similar documents with less historical wisdom. It calls for all
three segments of the higher education system to "implement .. plans to reduce remediation" within five years and voices the hope that if secondary ed.

ucation can be improved, "within a very few years, the state and its
institutions should be rewarded by . . lower costs for remediation as the
need for remediation declines." This optimism in the face of a disconfirming
historical survey attests to the power of what I will call the myth of tran.

sience. Despite the accretion of crisis reports, the belief persists in the Ameri-
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can university that if we can just do x or y, the problem will be solved in
five years, ten years, or a generationand higher education will be able to
return to its real work. But entertain with me the possibility that such peaceful reform is a chimera.

Each generation of academicians facing the characteristic American
shifts in demographics and accessibility sees the problem anew, laments it
in the terms of the era, and optimistically notes its impermanence. No one
seems to say that this scenario has gone on for so long that it might not be
temporary. That, in fact, there will probably always be a significant percentage of students who do not meet some standard. (It was in 1841, not
1985 that the president of Brown complained, "Students frequently enter
college almost wholly unacquainted with English grammar . ." [Frederick
Rudolph, Curriculum: A History of the American Undergraduate Course of
Study (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1978), p. 88].) The American higher educational system is constantly under pressure to expand, to redefine its
boundaries, admitting, in turn, the sons of the middle class, and later the
daughters, and then the American poor, the immigrant poor, veterans, the
racially segregated, the disenfranchised. Because of the social and educational conditions these groups experienced, their preparation for college
will, of course, be varied. Add to this the fact that disciplines change and
society's needs change, and the ways society determines what it means to
be educated change.
All this works itself rather slowly into the pre-collegiate curriculum.
Thus there will always be a percentage of students who will be tagged substandard. And though many insist that this continued opening of doors will
sacrifice excellence in the name of democracy, there are too many economic, political, and ethical drives in American culture to restrict higher
education to a select minority. (And, make no mistake, the history of the
American college and university from the early nineteenth century on could
also be read as a history of changes in admissions, curriculum, and public
image in order to keep enrollments high and institutions solvent.I8 The research institution as we know it is made possible by robust undergraduate
enrollments.) Like it or not, the story of American education has been and
will in all likelihood continue to be a story of increasing access. University of
Nashville President Philip Lindsley's 1825 call echoes back and forth across
our history: "The farmer, the mechanic, the manufacturer, the merchant,
the sailor, the soldier . . must be educated" (Frederick Rudolph, The American College and University: A History [New York: Vintage, 1962], p. 117).
Why begrudge academics their transience myth? After all, each generation's problems are new to those who face them, and people faced with a
problem need some sense that they can solve it. Fair enough. But it seems to
.

.

541

Cross-Talk in Comp Theory

me that this myth brings with it a powerful liability. It blinds faculty members to historical reality and to the dynamic and fluid nature of the educational system that employs them. Like any golden age or utopian myth, the
myth of transience assures its believers that the past was better or that the future will be.19 The turmoil they are currently in will pass. The source of the
problem is elsewhere; thus it can be ignored or temporarily dealt with until
the tutors or academies or grammar schools or high schools or families make
the changes they must make. The myth, then, serves to keep certain fundamental recognitions and thus certain fundamental changes at bay. It is ulti-

mately a conservative gesture, a way of preserving administrative and
curricular status quo.
And the myth plays itself out against complex social-political dynamics.
One force in these dynamics is the ongoing struggle to establish admissions
requirements that would protect the college curriculum, that would, in fact,
define its difference from the high school course of study. Another is the related struggle to influence, even determine, the nature of the high school

curriculum, "academize" it, shape it to the needs of the college (and the
converse struggle of the high school to declare its multiplicity of purposes,
college preparation being only one of its mandates). Yet another is the tension between the undergraduate, general education function of the university vs. its graduate, research function. To challenge the myth is to vibrate
these complex dynamics; thus it is that it is so hard to dispel. But I would
suggest that it must be challenged, for though some temporary "remedial"
measures are excellent and generously funded, the presence of the myth
does not allow them to be thought through in terms of the whole curriculum and does not allow the information they reveal to reciprocally influence
the curriculum. Basic modifications in educational philosophy, institutional
purpose, and professional training are rarely considered. They do not need
to be if the problem is temporary. The myth allows the final exclusionary
gesture: The problem is not ours in any fundamental way; we can embrace
it if we must, but with surgical gloves on our hands.

There may be little anyone can do to change the fundamental tension
in the American university between the general educational mission and the
research mission, or to remove the stigma attached to application. But there
is something those of us involved in writing can do about the language that

has formed the field on which institutional discussions of writing and its
teaching take place.
We can begin by affirming a rich model of written language develop-

ment and production. The model we advance must honor the cognitive
and emotional and situational dimensions of language, be psycholinguistic
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as well as literary and rhetorical in its focus, and aid us in understanding
what we can observe as well as what we can only infer. When discussions
and debates reveal a more reductive model of language, we must call time
out and reestablish the terms of the argument. But we must also rigorously
examine our own teaching and see what model of language lies beneath it.
What linguistic assumptions are cued when we face freshman writers? Are
they compatible with the assumptions that are cued when we think about
our own writing or the writing of those we read for pleasure? Do we too operate with the bifurcated mind that for too long characterized the teaching

of "remedial" students and that is still reflected in the language of our
institutions?
Remediation. It is time to abandon this troublesome metaphor. To do so
will not blind us to the fact that many entering students are not adequately
prepared to take on the demands of university work. In fact, it will help us
perceive these young people and the work they do in ways that foster appropriate notions about language development and use, that establish a framework for more rigorous and comprehensive analysis of their difficulties, and
that do not perpetuate the raree show of allowing them entrance to the academy while, in various symbolic ways, denying them full participation.

Mina Shaughnessy got us to see that even the most error-ridden prose
arises from the confrontation of inexperienced student writers with the complex linguistic and rhetorical expectations of the academy. She reminded us
that to properly teach writing to such students is to understand "the intelligence of their mistakes."2° She told us to interpret errors rather than circle
them, and to guide these students, gradually and with wisdom, to be more
capable participants within the world of these conventions. If we fully appreciate her message, we see how inadequate and limiting the remedial model
is. Instead we need to define our work as transitional or as initiatory, orienting, or socializing to what David Bartholomae and Patricia Bizzell call the

academic discourse community.2I This redefinition is not just semantic
sleight-of-hand. If truly adopted, it would require us to reject a medicaldeficit model of language, to acknowledge the rightful place of all freshmen
in the academy, and once and for all to replace loose talk about illiteracy
with more precise and pedagogically fruitful analysis. We would move from
a mechanistic focus on error toward a demanding curriculum that encourages the full play of language activity and that opens out onto the academic
community rather than sequestering students from it.
A much harder issue to address is the common designation of writing as
a skill. We might begin by considering more fitting terms. Jerome Bruner's
"enabling discipline" conies to mind. It does not separate skill from disci-

pline and implies something more than a "tool subject" in that to enable
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means to make possible. But such changes in diction might be little more
than cosmetic.
If the skills designation proves to be resistant to change, then we must
insist that writing is a very unique)skill, not really a tool but an ability fundamental to academic inquiry, an ability whose development is not fixed but
ongoing. If it is possible to go beyond the skills model, we could see a contesting of the fundamental academic distinction between integrated bodies
of knowledge and skills and techniques. While that distinction makes sense
in many cases, it may blur where writing is concerned. Do students really
know history when they learn a "body" of facts, even theories, or when they
act like historians, thinking in certain ways with those facts and theories?
Most historians would say the latter. And the academic historian (vs. the
chronicler or the balladeer) conducts inquiry through writing; it is not just
an implement but is part of the very way of doing history.
It is in this context that we should ponder the myth of transience. The
myth's liability is that it limits the faculty's ability to consider the writing
problems of their students in dynamic and historical terms. Each academic
generation considers standards and assesses the preparation of its students
but seems to do this in ways that do not call the nature of the curriculum of
the time into question. The problem ultimately lies outside the academy.
But might not these difficulties with writing suggest the need for possible farranging changes within the Curriculum as well, changes that are the proper
concern of the university? One of the things I think the myth of transience
currently does is to keep faculty from seeing the multiple possibilities that
exist for incorporating writing throughout their courses of study. Profound
reform could occur in the much-criticized lower-division curriculum if writing were not seen as only a technique and the teaching of it as by and large a
remedial enterprise.
The transmission of a discipline, especially on the lower-division level,
has become very much a matter of comprehending information, committing it to memory, recalling it, and displaying it in various kinds of "objective" or short-answer tests. When essay exams are required, the prose all too
often becomes nothing more than a net in which the catch of individual bits
of knowledge lie. Graders pick through the essay and tally up the presence
of key phrases. Such activity trivializes a discipline; it reduces its methodology, grounds it in a limited theory of knowledge, and encourages students to
operate with a restricted range of their cognitive abilities. Writing, on the
other hand, assumes a richer epistemology and demands fuller participation. It requires a complete, active, struggling engagement with the facts and
principles of a discipline, an encounter with the discipline's texts and the incorporation of them into one's own work, the framing of one's knowledge
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within the myriad conventions that help define a discipline, the persuading
of other investigators that one's knowledge is legitimate. So to consider the
relationship between writing and disciplinary inquiry may help us decide
what is central to a discipline and how best to teach it. The university's research and educational missions would intersect.
Such reform will be difficult. True, there is growing interest in writing

adjuncts and discipline-specific writing courses, and those involved in
writing-across-the-curriculum are continually encouraging faculty members

to evaluate the place of writing in their individual curricula. But wideranging change will occur only if the academy redefines writing for itself,
changes the terms of the argument, sees instruction in writing as one of its
central concerns.
Academic senates often defend the labelling of a writing course as remedial by saying that they are defending the integrity of the baccalaureate, and
they are sending a message to the high schools. The schools, of course, are

so beleaguered that they can barely hear those few units ping into the
bucket. Consider, though, the message that would be sent to the schools
and to the society at large if the university embraced not just financially
but conceptuallythe teaching of writing: if we gave it full status, championed its rich relationship with inquiry, insisted on the importance of craft
and grace, incorporated it into the heart of our curriculum. What an extraordinary message that would be. It would affect the teaching of writing as no
other message could.
Author's note: I wish to thank Arthur Applebee, Robert Connors, Carol
Hartzog, and William Schaefer for reading and generously commenting on
an earlier version of this essay. Connors and Hartzog also helped me revise
that version. Bill Richey provided research assistance of remarkably high
caliber, and Tom Bean, Kenyon Chan, Patricia Donahue, Jack Kolb, and
Bob Schwegler offered advice and encouragement. Finally, a word of thanks

to Richard Lanham for urging me to think of our current problem in
broader contexts.
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Composing as a Woman
ELIZABETH A. FLYNN

It is not easy to think like a woman in a man's world, in the world of the professions; yet the capacity to do that is a strength which we can try to help our
students develop. To think like a woman in a man's world means thinking
critically, refusing to accept the givens, making connections between facts
and ideas which men have left unconnected. It means remembering that
every mind resides in a body; remaining accountable to the female bodies in
which we live; constantly retesting given hypotheses against lived experience.
It means a constant critique of language, for as Wittgenstein (no feminist)
observed, "The limits of my language are the limits of my world." And it
means that most difficult thing of all: listening and watching in art and literature, in the social sciences, in all the descriptions we are given of the world,
for silences, the absences, the nameless, the unspoken, the encoded for
there we will find the true knowledge of women. And in breaking those silences, naming ourselves, uncovering the hidden, making ourselves present,
we begin to define a reality which resonates to us, which affirms our being,
which allows the woman teacher and the woman student alike to take ourselves, and each other, seriously: meaning, to begin taking charge of our lives.

Adrienne Rich, "Taking Women Students Seriously"

The emerging field of composition studies could be described as a feminization of our previous conceptions of how writers write and how writing should
be taught) In exploring the nature of the writing process, composition specialists expose the limitations of previous product-oriented approaches by

Reprinted from College Composition and Communication 39.4 (December 1988): 423-35.
Used with permission.
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demystifying the product and in so doing empowering developing writers
and readers. Rather than enshrining the text in its final form, they demonstrate that the works produced by established authors are often the result of
an extended, frequently enormously frustrating process and that creativity is
an activity that results from experience and hard work rather than a mysterious gift reserved for a select few. In a sense, composition specialists replace
the figure of the authoritative father with an image of a nurturing mother.
Powerfully present in the work of composition researchers and theorists is
the ideal of a committed teacher concerned about the growth and maturity
of her students who provides feedback on ungraded drafts, reads journals,
and attempts to tease out meaning from the seeming incoherence of student

language. The field's foremothers come to mindJanet Emig, Mina
Shaughnessy, Ann Berthoff, Win Homer, Maxine Hairston, Shirley Heath,
Nancy Martin, Linda Flower, Andrea Lunsford, Sondra Perl, Nancy Sommers, Marion Crowhurst, Lisa Ede. I'll admit the term foremother seems inappropriate as some of these women are still in their thirties and fortieswe
are speaking here of a very young field. Still, invoking their names suggests
that we are also dealing with a field that, from the beginning, has welcomed
contributions from womenindeed, has been shaped by women.
The work of male composition researchers and theorists has also contributed significantly to the process of feminization described above. James
Britton, for instance, reverses traditional hierarchies by privileging private
expression over public transaction, process over product. In arguing that
writing for the self is the matrix out of which all forms of writing develop, he
valorizes an activity and a mode of expression that have previously been undervalued or invisible, much as feminist literary critics have argued that
women's letters and diaries are legitimate literary forms and should be studied and taught alongside more traditional genres. His work has had an enor-

mous impact on the way writing is taught on the elementary and high
school levels and in the university, not only in English courses but throughout the curriculum. Writing-Across-the-Curriculum Programs aim to transform pedagogical practices in all disciplines, even those where patriarchal
attitudes toward authority are most deeply rooted.

FEMINIST STUDIES
AND COMPOSITION STUDIES
Feminist inquiry and composition studies have much in common. After all,
feminist researchers and scholars and composition specialists are usually in
the same department and sometimes teach the same courses. Not surpris-
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ingly, there have been wonderful moments when feminists have expressed
their commitment to the teaching of writing. Florence Howe's essay, "Identity and Expression: A Writing Course for Women," for example, published
in College English in 1971, describes her use of journals in a writing course
designed to empower women. Adrienne Rich's essay, "'When We Dead
Awaken': Writing as Re-Vision," politicizes and expands our conception of
revision, emphasizing that taking another look at the texts we have generated necessitates revising our cultural assumptions as well.
There have also been wonderful moments when composition specialists
have recognized that the marginality of the field of composition studies is

linked in important ways to the political marginality of its constituents,
many of whom are women who teach part-time. Maxine Hairston, in
"Breaking Our Bonds and Reaffirming Our Connections," a slightly revised
version of her Chair's address at the 1985 convention of the Conference on
College Composition and Communication, draws an analogy between the
plight of composition specialists and the plight of many women. For both,

their worst problems begin at home and hence are immediate and daily.
Both, too, often have complex psychological bonds to the people who frequently are their adversaries (273).
For the most part, though, the fields of feminist studies and composition

studies have not engaged each other in a serious or systematic way. The
major journals in the field of composition studies do not often include articles addressing feminist issues, and panels on feminism are infrequent at the
Conference on College Composition and Communication.2 As a result, the
parallels between feminist studies and composition studies have not been
delineated, and the feminist critique that has enriched such diverse fields as
linguistics, reading, literary criticism, psychology, sociology, anthropology,
religion, and science has had little impact on our models of the composing

process or on our understanding of how written language abilities are acquired. We have not examined our research methods or research samples to
see if they are androcentric. Nor have we attempted to determine just what
it means to compose as a woman.
Feminist research and theory emphasize that males and females differ

in their developmental processes and in their interactions with others.
They emphasize, as well, that these differences are a result of an imbalance
in the social order, of the dominance of men over women. They argue that
men have chronicled our historical narratives and defined our fields of inquiry. Women's perspectives have been suppressed, silenced, marginalized,
written out of what counts as authoritative knowledge. Difference is erased
in a desire to universalize. Men become the standard against which women
are judged.
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A feminist approach to composition studies would focus on questions of
difference and dominance in written language. Do males and females cornpose differently? Do they acquire language in different ways? Do research
methods and research samples in composition studies reflect a male bias? I
do not intend to tackle all of these issues. My approach 'here is a relatively
modest one. I will survey recent feminist research on gender differences in
social and psychological development, and I will show how this research
and theory may he used in examining student writing, thus suggesting directions that a feminist investigation of composition might take.

GENDER DIFFERENCES IN SOCIAL
AND PSYCHOLOGICAL DEVELOPMENT
Especially relevant to a feminist consideration of student writing are Nancy
Chodorow's The Reproduction of Mothering, Carol Gilligan's In a Different

Voice, and Mary Belenky, Blythe Clinchy, Nancy Goldberger, and Jill
Tarule's Women's Ways of Knowing. All three books suggest that women and

men have different conceptions of self and different modes of interaction
with others as a result of their different experiences, especially their early relationship with their primary parent, their mother.

Chodorow's book, published in 1978, is an important examination of
what she calls the "psychoanalysis and the sociology of gender," which in
turn influenced Gilligan's In a Different Voice and Belenky et al.'s Women's
Ways of Knowing. Chodorow tells us in her preface that her book originated
when a feminist group she was affiliated with "wondered what it meant that
women parented women." She argues that girls and boys develop different
relational capaCities and senses of self as a result of growing up in a family in
which women mother. Because all children identify first with their mother,
a girl's gender and gender role identification processes are continuous with
her earliest identifications whereas a boy's are not. The boy gives up, in addi-

tion to his oedipal and preoedipal attachment to his mother, his primary
identification with her. The more general identification processes for both
males and females also follow this pattern. Chodorow says,
Girls' identification processes, then, are more continuously embedded in
and mediated by their ongoing relationship with their mother. They develop through and stress particularistic and affective relationships to others. A boy's identification processes are not likely to be so embedded in or
mediated by a real affective relation to his father. At the same time, he
tends to deny identification with and relationship to his mother and reject
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what he takes to be the feminine world; masculinity is defined as much
negatively as positively. Masculine identification processes stress differentiation from others, the denial of affective relation, and categorical universalistic components of the masculine role. Feminine identification processes
are relational, whereas masculine identification processes tend to deny relationship. (176)

Carol Gilligan's In a Different Voice, published in 1982, builds on
Chodorow's findings, focusing especially, though, on differences in the ways

in which males and females speak about moral problems. According to
Gilligan, women tend to define morality in terms of conflicting responsibili-

ties rather than competing rights, requiring for their resolution a mode of
thinking that is contextual and narrative rather than formal and abstract
(19). Men, in contrast, equate morality and fairness and tie moral develop-

ment to the understanding of rights and rules (19). Gilligan uses the
metaphors of the web and the ladder to illustrate these distinctions. The web
suggests interconnectedness as well as entrapment; the ladder suggest§ an
achievement-orientation as well as individualistic and hierarchical thinking.
Gilligan's study aims to correct the inadequacies of Lawrence Kohlberg's de-

lineation of the stages of moral development. Kohlberg's study included
only male subjects, and his categories reflect his decidedly male orientation.
For him, the highest stages of moral development derive from a reflective
understanding of human rights (19).
Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, and Tarule, in Women's Ways of Knowing, acknowledge their debt to Gilligan, though their main concern is intellectual rather than moral development. Like Gilligan, they recognize that
male experience has served as the model in defining processes of intellectual maturation. The mental processes that are involved in considering the
abstract and the impersonal have been labeled "thinking" and are attributed
primarily to men, while those that deal with the personal and interpersonal
fall under the rubric of "emotions" and are largely relegated to women. The
particular study they chose to examine and revise is William Perry's Forms of
Intellectual and Ethical Development in the College Years (1970). While

Perry did include some women subjects in his study, only the interviews
with men were used in illustrating and validating his scheme of intellectual
and ethical development. When Perry assessed women's development on
the basis of the categories he developed, the women were found to conform

to the patterns he had observed in the male data. Thus, his work reveals
what women have in common with men but was poorly designed to uncover those themes that might be more prominent among women. Women's
Ways of Knowing focuses on "what else women might have to say about the
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development of their minds and on alternative routes that are sketchy or
missing in Perry's version" (9).

Belenky et al. examined the transcripts of interviews with 135 women
from a variety of backgrounds and of different ages and generated categories

that are suited for describing the stages of women's intellectual development. They found that the quest for self and voice plays a central role in
transformations of women's ways of knowing. Silent women have little
awareness of their intellectual capacities. They liveselfless and voiceless
at the behest of those around them. External authorities know the truth and
are all-powerful: At the positions of received knowledge and procedural
knowledge, other voices and external truths prevail. Sense of self is embedded either in external definitions and roles or in identifications with institutions, disciplines, and methods. A sense of authority arises primarily through
identification with the power of a group and its agreed-upon ways for knowing. Women at this stage of development have no sense of an authentic or
unique voice, little awareness of a centered self. At the position of subjective
knowledge, women turn away from others and any external authority. They

have not yet acquired a public voice or public authority, though. Finally,
women at the phase of constructed knowledge begin an effort to reclaim the
self by attempting to integrate knowledge they feel intuitively with knowledge they have learnedfrom others.

STUDENT WRITING
If women and men differ in their relational capacities and in their moral and
intellectual development, we would expect to find manifestations of these
differences in the student papers we encounter in our first-year composition
courses. The student essays I will describe here are narrative descriptions of
learning experiences produced in the first of a two-course sequence required
of first-year students at Michigan Tech. I've selected the four because they
invite commentary from the perspective of the material discussed above.
The narratives of the female students are stories of interaction, of connection, or of frustrated connection. The narratives of the male students are stories of achievement, of separation, or of frustrated achievement.
Kim's essay describes a dreamlike experience in which she and her high
school girlfriends connected with each other and with nature as a result of a
balloon ride they decided to take one summer Sunday afternoon as a way of
relieving boredom. From the start, Kim emphasizes communion and tranquility: "It was one of those Sunday afternoons when the sun shines brightly
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and a soft warm breeze blows gently. A perfect day for a long drive on a
country road with my favorite friends." This mood is intensified as they ascend in the balloon: "Higher and higher we went, until the view was overpowering. What once was a warm breeze turned quickly into a cool crisp
wind. A feeling of freedom and serenity overtook us as we drifted along
slowly." The group felt as if they were "just suspended there on a string, with
time non-existent." The experience made them contemplative, and as they
drove quietly home, "each one of us collected our thoughts, and to this day
we still reminisce about that Sunday afternoon." The experience solidified

relationships and led to the formation of a close bond that was renewed
every time the day was recollected.

The essay suggests what Chodorow calls relational identification
processes. The members of the group are described as being in harmony
with themselves and with the environment. There is no reference to competition or discord. The narrative also suggests a variation on what Belenky et
al., call "connected knowing," a form of procedural knowledge that makes
possible the most desirable form of knowing, constructed knowledge. Connected knowing is rooted in empathy for others and is intensely personal.
Women who are connected knowers are able to detach themselves from the
relationships and institutions to which they have been subordinated and
begin to trust their own intuitions. The women in the narrative were connected doers rather than connected knowers. They went off on their own,
left their families and teachers behind (it was summer vacation, after all),
and gave themselves over to a powerful shared experience. The adventure
was, for the most part, a silent one but did lead to satisfying talk.
Kathy also describes an adventure away from home, but hers was far less
satisfying, no doubt because it involved considerably more risk. In her narrative she makes the point that "foreign countries can be frightening" by focus-

ing on a situation in which she and three classmates, two females and a
male, found themselves at a train station in Germany separated from the
others because they had gotten off to get some refreshments and the train
had left without them. She says,
This left the four of us stranded in an unfamiliar station. Ed was the only
person in our group that could speak German fluently, but he still didn't
know what to do. Sue got hysterical and Laura tried to calm her clown. I
stood there stunned. We didn't know what to do.

What they did was turn to Ed, whom Kathy describes as "the smartest one in
our group." He told them to get on a train that was on the same track as the
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original. Kathy realized, though, after talking to some passengers, that they
were on the wrong train and urged her classmates to get off. She says,
I almost panicked. When I convinced the other three we were on the
wrong train we opened the doors. As we were getting off, one of the conductors started yelling at us in German. It didn't bother me too much because I couldn't understand what he was saying. One thing about trains in
Europe is that they are always on schedule. I think we delayed that train
about a minute or two.

In deciding which train to board after getting off the wrong one, they
deferred to Ed's judgment once again, but this time they got on the right
train. Kathy concludes, "When we got off the train everyone was waiting. It
turned out we arrived thirty minutes later than our original train. I was very

relieved to see everyone. It was a very frightening experience and I will
never forget it."
In focusing on her fears of separation, Kathy reveals her strong need for
connection, for affiliation. Her story, like Kim's, emphasizes the importance
of relationships, though in a different way. She reveals that she had a strong

need to feel part of a group and no desire to rebel, to prove her independence, to differentiate herself from others. This conception of self was a liability as well as a strength in the sense that she became overly dependent on
the male authority figure in the group, whom she saw as smarter and more

competent than herself. In Belenky et al.'s terms, Kathy acted as if other
voices and external truths were more powerful than her own. She did finally

speak and act, though, taking it on herself to find out if they were on the
right train and ushering the others off when she discovered they were not.
She was clearly moving toward the development of an authentic voice and a
way of knowing that integrates intuition with authoritative knowledge. After
all, she was the real hero of the incident.
The men's narratives stress individuation rather than connection. They

are stories of individual achievement or frustrated achievement and conclude by emphasizing separation rather than integration or reintegration
into a community. Jim wrote about his "Final Flight," the last cross-country
flight required for his pilot's license. That day, everything seemed to go
wrong. First, his flight plan had a mistake in it that took 11/2 hours to correct. As a result, he left his hometown 2 hours behind schedule. Then the
weather deteriorated, forcing him to fly as low as a person can safely fly, with
the result that visibility was very poor. He landed safely at his first destina-

tion but flew past the second because he was enjoying the view too much.
He says,
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Then I was off again south bound for Benton Harbor. On the way south
along the coast of Lake Michigan the scenery was a beautiful sight. This relieved some of the pressures and made me look forward to the rest of the
flight. It was really nice to see the ice flows break away from the shore.
While enjoying the view of a power plant on the shore of Lake Michigan I
discovered I had flown past the airport.

He finally landed and took off again, but shortly thereafter had to confront
darkness, a result of his being behind schedule. He says,
The sky turned totally black by the time I was half-way home. This meant
flying in the dark which I had only done once before. Flying in the dark
was also illegal for me to do at this time. One thing that made flying at
night nice was that you could see lights that were over ninety miles away.

Jim does not emphasize his fear, despite the fact that his situation was more
threatening than the one Kathy described, and his reference to his enjoyment of the scenery suggests that his anxiety was not paralyzing or debilitating. At times, his solitary flight was clearly as satisfying as Kim's communal
one. When he focuses on the difficulties he encountered, he speaks only of
his "problems" and "worries" and concludes that the day turned out to be
"long and trying." He sums up his experience as follows: "That day I will
long remember for both its significance in my goal in getting my pilot's license and all the problems or worries that it caused me during the long and
problem-ridden flight." He emerges the somewhat shaken hero of his adventure; he has achieved his goal in the face of adversity. Significantly, he celebrates his return home by having a bite to eat at McDonald's by himself. His
adventure does not end with a union or reunion with others.
Jim's story invites interpretation in the context of Chodorow's claims
about male interactional patterns. Chodorow says that the male, in order to
feel himself adequately masculine, must distinguish and differentiate himself from others. Jim's adventure was an entirely solitary one. It was also goaldirected he wanted to obtain his pilot's license and, presumably, prove his
competence to himself and others. His narrative calls into question, though,
easy equations of abstract reasoning and impersonality with male modes of
learning since Jim was clearly as capable as Kim of experiencing moments
of exultation, of communion with nature.
Joe's narrative of achievement is actually a story of frustrated achievement, of conflicting attitudes toward an ethic of hard work and sacrifice to
achieve a goal. When he was in high school, his father drove him twenty

miles to swim practice and twenty miles home every Tuesday through
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Friday night between October and March so lie could practice for the
swim team. He hated this routine and hated the Saturday morning swim
meets even more but continued because he thought his parents, especially
his father, wanted him to. He says, "I guess it was all for them, the cold
workouts, the evening practices, the weekend meets. I had to keep going
for them even though I hated it." Once he realized he was going through
his agony for his parents rather than for himself, though, he decided to quit
and was surprised to find that his parents supported him. Ultimately,
though, he regretted his decision. He says,
As it turns out now, I wish I had stuck with it. I really had a chance to go
somewhere with my talent. I see kids my age who stuck with something for
a long time and I envy them for their determination. I wish I had met up to
the challenge of sticking with my swimming, because I could have been
very good if I would have had their determination.

Joe is motivated to pursue swimming because he thinks his father will

be disappointed if he gives it up. His father's presumed hold on him is
clearly tenuous, however, because once Joe realizes that he is doing it for
him rather than for himself, he quits. Finally, though, it is his gender role
identification, his socialization into a male role and a male value system,
that allows him to look back on his decision with regret. In college, he has

become a competitor, an achiever. He now sees value in the long and
painful practices, in a single-minded determination to succeed. The narrative reminds us of Chodorow's point that masculine identification is predominantly a gender role identification rather than identification with a
particular parent.
I am hardly claiming that the four narratives are neat illustrations of the
feminist positions discussed above. For one thing, those positions are rich in
contradiction and complexity and defy easy illustration. For another, the
narratives themselves are as often characterized by inconsistency and contradiction as by a univocality of theme and tone. Kathy is at once dependent
and assertive; Joe can't quite decide if he should have been rebellious or disciplined. Nor am I claiming that what I have found here are characteristic
patterns of male and female student writing. I would need a considerably
larger and more representative sample to make such a claim hold. I might
note, though, that I had little difficulty identifying essays that revealed patterns of difference among the twenty-four papers I had to choose from, and I
could easily have selected others. Sharon, for instance, described her class
trip to Chicago, focusing especially on the relationship she and her class-
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mates were able to establish with her advisor. Diane described "An Unwanted Job" that she seemed unable to quit despite unpleasant working conditions. Mike, like Diane, was dissatisfied with his job, but he expressed his
dissatisfaction and was fired. The frightening experience Russ described re-

sulted from his failed attempt to give his car a tune-up; the radiator hose
burst, and he found himself in the hospital recovering from third-degree
burns. These are stories of relatedness or entanglement; of separation or
frustrated achievement.
The description of the student essays is not meant to demonstrate the validity of feminist scholarship but to suggest, instead, that questions raised by
feminist researchers and theorists do have a bearing on composition studies
and should be pursued. We ought not assume that males and females use
language in identical ways or represent the world in a similar fashion. And if
their writing strategies and patterns of representation do differ, then ignoring
those differences almost certainly means a suppression of women's separate

ways of thinking and writing. Our models of the composing process are
quite possibly better suited to describing men's ways of composing than to
describing women's.3

PEDAGOGICAL STRATEGIES
The classroom provides an opportunity for exploring questions about gender
differences in language use. Students, I have found, are avid inquirers into

their own language processes. An approach I have had success with is to
make the question of gender difference in behavior and language use the
subject to be investigated in class. In one honors section of first-year English, for instance, course reading included selections from Mary Anne Ferguson's Images of Women in Literature, Gilligan's In a Different Voice, Al ice

Walker's Meridian, and James Joyce's A Portrait of the Artist as a Young
Man. Students were also required to keep a reading journal and to submit
two formal papers. The first was a description of people they know in order
to arrive at generalizations about gender differences in behavior, the second
a comparison of some aspect of the Walker and Joyce novels in the light of
our class discussions.
During class meetings we shared journal entries, discussed the assigned

literature, and self-consciously explored our own reading, writing, and
speaking behaviors. In one session, for instance, we shared retellings of
Irwin Shaw's "The Girls in Their Summer Dresses," an especially appropriate story since it describes the interaction of a husband and wife as they at559
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tempt to deal with the husband's apparently chronic habit of girl-watching.
Most of the women were sympathetic to the female protagonist, and several
males clearly identified strongly with the male protagonist.

The students reacted favorably to the course. They found Gilligan's
book to be challenging, and they enjoyed the heated class discussions. The
final journal entry of one of the strongest students in the class, Dorothy, suggests the nature of her development over the ten-week period:
As this is sort of the wrap-up of what I've learned or how I feel about the
class, I'll try to relate this entry to my first one on gender differences.
I'm not so sure that men and women are so similar anymore, as I said
in the first entry. The reactions in class especially make me think this. The
men were so hostile toward Gilligan's book! I took no offense at it, but then
again I'm not a man. I must've even overlooked the parts where she offended the men!
Another thing really bothered me. One day after class, I heard two of
the men talking in the hall about how you just have to be really careful
about what you say in HU 101H about women, etc. Why do they have to be
careful?! What did these two really want to say? That was pretty disturbing.
However, I do still believe that MTU (or most any college actually)
does bring out more similarities than differences. But the differences are

still thereI know that.

Dorothy has begun to suspect that males and females read differently,
and she has begun to suspect that they talk among themselves differently
than they do in mixed company. The reading, writing, and discussing in the
course have clearly alerted her to the possibility that gender affects the way
in which readers, writers, and speakers use language.
This approach works especially well with honors students. I use somewhat different reading and writing assignments with non-honors students. In
one class, for instance, I replaced the Gilligan book with an essay by Dale

Spender on conversational patterns in high school classrooms. Students
wrote a paper defending or refuting the Spender piece on the basis of their
experiences in their own high schools. I have also devised ways of addressing
feminist issues in composition courses in which the focus is not explicitly on
gender differences. In a course designed to introduce students to fundamen-

tals of research, for instance, students read Marge Piercy's Woman on the
Edge of Time and did research on questions stimulated by it. They then
shared their findings with the entire class in oral presentations. The ap-

proach led to wonderful papers on and discussions of the treatment of
women in mental institutions, discrimination against minority women, and
the ways in which technology can liberate women from oppressive roles.
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I return now to my title and to the epigraph that introduces my essay.
First, what does it mean to "compose as a woman"? Although the title invokes Jonathan Culler's "Reading as a Woman," a chapter in On Deconstruction, I do not mean to suggest by it that I am committed fully to Culler's
deconstructive position. Culler maintains that "to read as a woman is to
avoid reading as a man, to identify the specific defenses and distortions of
male readings and provide correctives" (54). He concludes,
For a woman to read as a woman is not to repeat an identity or an experience that is given but to play a role she constructs with reference to her
identity as a woman, which is also a construct, so that the series can continue: a woman reading as a woman reading as a woman. The noncoincidence reveals an interval, a division within woman or within any reading
subject and the "experience" of that subject. (64)

Culler is certainly correct that women often read as men and that they have
to be encouraged to defend against this form of alienation. The strategy he
suggests is almost entirely reactive, though. To read as a woman is to avoid
reading as a man, to be alerted to the pitfalls of men's ways of reading.4 Rich,
too, warns of the dangers of immasculation, of identifying against oneself
and learning to think like a man, and she, too, emphasizes the importance
of critical activity on the part of the woman studentrefusing to accept the
givens of our culture, making connections between facts and ideas which
men have left unconnected. She is well aware that thinking as a woman involves active construction, the recreation of one's identity. But she also sees

value in recovering women's lived experience. In fact, she suggests that
women maintain a critical posture in order to get in touch with that experienceto name it, to uncover that which is hidden, to make present that
which has been absent. Her approach is active rather than reactive.
Women's experience is not entirely a distorted version of male reality, it is
not entirely elusive, and it is worthy of recuperation. We must alert our
women students to the dangers of immasculation and provide them with a
critical perspective. But we must also encourage them to become selfconsciously aware of what their experience in the world has been and how
this experience is related to the politics of gender. Then we must encourage
our women students to write from the power of that experience.

NOTES
1. I received invaluable feedback on drafts of this essay from Carol Berkenkotter, Art
Young, Marilyn Cooper, John Willinsky, Diane Shoos, John Flynn, Richard Gebhardt, and
three anonymous CCC reviewers.
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2. The 1988 Conference on College Composition and Communication was a notable
exception. It had a record number of panels on feminist or gender-related issues and a number of sessions devoted to political concerns. I should add, too, that an exception to the generalization that feminist studies and composition studies have not confronted each other is
Cynthia Caywood and Gillian Overing's very useful anthology, Teaching Writing: Pedagogy,
Gender, and Equity. In their introduction to the book, Caywood and Overing note the striking parallels between writing theory and feminist theory. They conclude, "[T]he process
model, insofar as it facilitates and legitimizes the fullest expression of the individual voice, is
compatible with the feminist re-visioning of hierarchy, if not essential to it" (xiv). Pamela
Annas, in her essay, "Silences: Feminist Language Research and the Teaching of Writing,"
describes a course she teaches at the University of Massachusetts at Boston, entitled "Writing
as Women." In the course, she focuses on the question of silence "what kinds of silence
there are; the voices inside you that tell you to be quiet, the voices outside you that drown you
out or politely dismiss what you say or do not understand you, the silence inside you that
avoids saying anything important even to yourself, internal and external forms of censorship,
and the stress that it produces" (3-4). Carol A. Stanger in "The Sexual Politics of the One-toOne Tutorial Approach and Collaborative Learning" argues that the one-to-one tutorial is essentially hierarchical and hence a male mode of teaching whereas collaborative learning is
female and relational rather than hierarchical. She uses Gilligan's images of the ladder and
the web to illustrate her point. Elisabeth Daeumer and Sandra Runzo suggest that the teaching of writing is comparable to the activity of mothering in that it is a form of "women's
work." Mothers socialize young children to insure that they become acceptable citizens, and
teachers' work, like the work of mothers, is usually devalued (45-46).
3. It should be clear by now that my optimistic claim at the outset of the essay that the
field of composition studies has feminized our conception of written communication needs
qualification. I have already mentioned that the field has developed, for the most part, independent of feminist studies and as a result has not explored written communication in the
context of women's special needs and problems. Also, feminist inquiry is beginning to reveal
that work in cognate fields that have influenced the development of composition studies is
androcentric. For an exploration of the androcentrism of theories of the reading process see
Patrocinio P. Schweickart, "Reading Ourselves: Toward a Feminist Theory of Reading."
4. Elaine Showalter, in "Reading as a Woman: Jonathan Culler and the Deconstruction
of Feminist Criticism," argues that "Culler's deconstructionist priorities lead him to overstate
the essentialist dilemma of defining the woman reader, when in most cases what is intended
and implied is a feminist reader" (126).
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The Silenced Dialogue
Power and Pedagogy in Educating
Other People's Children
LISA D. DELPIT

A Black male graduate student who is also a special education teacher in a
predominantly Black community is talking about his experiences in predominantly White university classes:
There comes a moment in every class where we have to discuss "The Black
Issue" and what's appropriate education for Black children. I tell you, I'm
tired of arguing with those White people, because they won't listen. Well, I

don't know if they really don't listen or if they just don't believe you. It
seems like if you can't quote Vygotsky or something, then you don't have
any validity to speak about your own kids. Anyway, I'm not bothering with
it anymore, now I'm just in it for a grade.

A Black woman teacher in a multicultural urban elementary school is
talking about her experiences in discussions with her predominantly White
fellow teachers about how they should organize reading instruction to best
serve students of color:
When you're talking to White people they still want it to be their way. You
can try to talk to them and give them examples, but they're so headstrong,
they think they know what's best for everybody, for everybody's children.
They won't listen, White folks are going to do what they want to do anyway.

Reprinted from Harvard Educational Review 58.3 (August 1988): 280-98. Copyright ©1988
by the President and Fellows of Harvard College. All rights reserved.
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It's really hard. They just don't listen well. No, they listen, but they
don't hear you know how your mama used to say you listen to the radio,
but you hear your mother? Well they don't hear me.
So I just try to shut them out so I can hold my temper. You can only
beat your head against a brick wall for so long before you draw blood. If I
try to stop arguing with them I can't help myself from getting angry. Then I
end up walking around praying all day "Please Lord, remove the bile I feel
for these people so I can sleep tonight." It's funny, but it can become a cancer, a sore.

So, I shut them out. I go back to my own little cubby, my classroom,
and I try to teach the way I know will work, no matter what those folk say.
And when I get Black kids, I just try to undo the damage they did.
I'm not going to let any man, woman, or child drive me crazyWhite
folks will try to do that to you if you let them. You just have to stop talking
to them, that's what I do. I just keep smiling, but I won't talk to them.

A soft-spoken Native Alaskan woman in her forties is a student in the Education Department of the University of Alaska. One day she storms into a.
Black professor's office and very uncharacteristically slams the door. She
plops down in a chair and, still fuming, says, "Please tell those people, just
don't help us anymore! I give up. I won't talk to them again!"
And finally, a Black woman principal who is also a doctoral student at a
well-known university on the West Coast is talking about her university experiences, particularly about when a professor lectures on issues concerning
educating Black children:
If you try to suggest that that's not quite the way it is, they get defensive,
then you get defensive, then they'll start reciting research.
I try to give them my experiences, to explain. They just look and nod.
The more I try to explain, they just look and nod, just keep looking and
nodding. They don't really hear me.
Then, when it's time for class to be over, the professor tells me to come
to his office to talk more. So I go. He asks for more examples of what I'm
talking about, and he looks and nods while I give them. Then he says that
that's just my experiences. It doesn't really apply to most Black people.

It becomes futile because they think they know everything about
everybody. What you have to say about your life, your children, doesn't
mean anything. They don't really want to hear what you have to say. They
wear blinders and earplugs. They only want to go on research they've read
that other White people have written.
It just doesn't make any sense to keep talking to them.

Thus was the first half of the title of this text born "The Silenced
Dialogue." One of the tragedies in the field of education is that scenarios
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such as these are enacted daily around the country. The saddest element

is that the individuals that the Black and Native American educators
speak of in these statements are seldom aware that the dialogue has been
silenced. Most likely the White educators believe that their colleagues of
color did, in the end, agree with their logic. After all, they stopped disagreeing, didn't they?
I have collected these statements since completing a'recently published
article (Delpit, 1986). In this somewhat autobiographical account, entitled
"Skills and Other Dilemmas of a Progressive Black Educator," I discussed
my perspective as a product of a skills-oriented approach to writing and as a
teacher of process-oriented approaches. I described the estrangement that I
and many teachers of color feel from the progressive movement when
writing-process advocates dismiss us as too "skills oriented." I ended the article suggesting that it was incumbent upon writing-process advocatesor in-

deed, advocates of any progressive movementto enter into dialogue with
teachers of color, who may not share their enthusiasm about so-called new,
liberal, or progressive ideas.
In response to this article, which presented no research data and did not

even cite a reference, I received numerous calls and letters from teachers,
professors, and even state school personnel from around the country, both
Black and White. All of the White respondents, except one, have wished to
talk more about the question of skills versus process approachesto support
or reject what they perceive to be my position. On the other hand, all of the
non-White respondents have spoken passionately on being left out of the dialogue about how best to educate children of color.
How can such complete communication blocks exist when both parties
truly believe they have the same aims? How can the bitterness and resentment expressed by the educators of color be drained so that the sores can
heal? What can be done?
I believe the answer to these questions lies in ethnographic analysis, that
is, in identifying and giving voice to alternative world views. Thus, I will attempt to address the concerns raised by White and Black respondents to my
article "Skills and Other Dilemmas" (Delpit, 1986). My charge here is not
to determine the best instructional methodology; I believe that the actual
practice of good teachers of all colors typically incorporates a range of pedagogical orientations. Rather, I suggest that the differing perspectives on the
debate over "skills" versus "process" approaches can lead to an understanding of the alienation and miscommunication, and thereby to an understanding of the "silenced dialogue."
In thinking through these issues, I have found what I believe to be a
connecting and complex theme: what I have come to call "the culture of
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power." There are five aspects of power I would like to propose as given for
this presentation:
1.

Issues of power are enacted in classrooms.

2. There are codes or rules for participating in power; that is, there is a
"culture of power."
3. The Hiles of the culture of power are a reflection of the rules of the
culture of those who have power.
4. If you are not already a participant in the culture of power, being

told explicitly the rules of that culture makes acquiring power easier.

5. Those with power are frequently least aware ofor least willing to
acknowledge its existence. Those with less power are often most
aware of its existence.

The first three are by now basic tenets in the literature of the sociology
of education, but the last two have seldom been addressed. The following
discussion will explicate these aspects of power and their relevance to the
schism between liberal educational movements and that of non-White,
non-middle-class teachers and communities.1
1.

Issues of power are enacted in classrooms.

These issues include: the power of the teacher over the students; the power
of the publishers of textbooks and of the developers of the curriculum to determine the view of the world presented; the power of the state in enforcing
compulsory schooling; and the power of an individual or group to determine
another's intelligence or "normalcy." Finally, if schooling prepares people
for jobs, and the kind of job a person has determines her or his economic status and, therefore, power, then schooling is intimately related to that power.
2. There are codes or rules for participating in power; that is, there is a
"culture of power."

The codes or rules I'm speaking of relate to linguistic forms, communicative
strategies, and presentation of self; that is, ways of talking, ways of writing,
ways of dressing, and ways of interacting.
3. The rules of the culture of power are a reflection of the rules of the culture of those who have power.

This means that success in institutionsschools, workplaces, and so on is
predicated upon acquisition of the culture of those who are in power. Chil568

562

The Silenced Dialogue: Power and Pedagogy in Educating Other People's Children

dren from middle -class homes tend to do better in school than those from
non-middle-class homes because the culture of the school is based on the
culture of the upper and middle classesof those in power. The upper and
middle classes send their children to school with all the accoutrements of
the culture of power; children from other kinds of families operate within
perfectly wonderful and viable cultures but not cultures that carry the codes
or rules of power.
4. If you are not already a participant in the culture of power, being told

explicitly the rules of that culture makes acquiring power easier.

In my work within and between diverse cultures, I have come to conclude
that members of any culture transmit information implicitly to co-members.
However, when implicit codes are attempted across cultures, communication frequently breaks down. Each cultural group is left saying, "Why don't
those people say what they mean?" as well as, "What's wrong with them,
why don't they understand?"
Anyone who has had to enter new cultures, especially to accomplish a
specific task, will know of what I speak. When I lived in several Papua New

Guinea villages for extended periods to collect data, and when I go to
Alaskan villages for work with Alaskan Native communities, I have found it

unquestionably easierpsychologically and pragmaticallywhen some
kind soul has directly informed me about such matters as appropriate dress,
interactional styles, embedded meanings, and taboo words or actions. I contend that it is much the same for anyone seeking to learn the rules of the culture of power. Unless one has the leisure of a lifetime of "immersion" to
learn them, explicit presentation makes learning immeasurably easier.
And now, to the fifth and last premise:
5. Those with power are frequently least aware ofor least willing to acknowledgeits existence. Those with less power are often most aware
of its existence.

For many who consider themselves members of liberal or radical camps, acknowledging personal power and admitting participation in the culture of

power is distinctly uncomfortable. On the other hand, those who are less
powerful in any situation are most likely to recognize the power variable
most acutely. My guess is that the White colleagues and instructors of those
previously quoted did not perceive themselves to have power over the nonWhite speakers. However, either by virtue of their position, their numbers,
or their access to that particular code of power of calling upon research to
validate one's position, the White educators had the authority to establish
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what was to be considered "truth" regardless of the opinions of the people of
color, and the latter were well aware of that fact.

A related phenomenon is that liberals (and here I am using the term
"liberal" to refer to those whose beliefs include striving for a society based
upon maximum individual freedom and autonomy) seem to act under the
assumption that to make any rules or expectations explicit is to act against
liberal principles, to limit the freedom and autonomy of those subjected to
the explicitness.
I thank Fred Erickson for a comment that led me to look again at a tape
by John Gumperz2 on cultural dissonance in cross-cultural interactions.
One of the episodes showed an East Indian interviewing for a job with an
all-White committee. The interview was a complete failure, even though
several of the interviewers appeared to really want to help the applicant. As
the interview rolled steadily downhill, these "helpers" became more and
more indirect in their questioning, which exacerbated the problems the applicant had in performing appropriately. Operating from a different cultural
perspective, he got fewer and fewer clear clues as to what was expected of
him, which ultimately resulted in his failure to secure the position.
I contend that as the applicant showed less and less aptitude for handling the interview, the power differential became ever more evident to the
interviewers. The "helpful" interviewers, unwilling to acknowledge themselves as having power over the applicant, became more and more uncomfortable. Their indirectness was an attempt to lessen the power differential
and their discomfort by lessening the power-revealing explicitness of their
questions and comments.
When acknowledging and expressing power, one tends towards explicitness (as in yelling to your 10-year-old, "Turn that radio down!"). When de-

emphasizing power, there

is

a move toward indirect communication.

Therefore, in the interview setting, those who sought to help, to express their
egalitarianism with the East Indian applicant, became more and more indi-

rectand less and less helpfulin their questions and comments.
In literacy instruction, explicitness might be equated with direct instruction. Perhaps the ultimate expression of explicitness and direct instruction in
the primary classroom is Distar. This reading program is based on a behav-

iorist model in which reading is taught through the direct instruction of
phonics generalizations and blending. The teacher's role is to maintain the
full attention of the group by continuous questioning, eye contact, finger
snaps, hand claps, and other gestures, and by eliciting choral responses and
initiating some sort of award system.

When the program was introduced, it arrived with a flurry of research
data that "proved" that all childreneven those who were "culturally de570
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prived" could learn to read using this method. Soon there was a strong response, first from academics and later from many classroom teachers, stating
that the program was terrible. What I find particularly interesting, however,
is that the primary issue of the conflict over Distar has not been over its

instructional efficacyusually the students did learn to readbut the expression of explicit power in the classroom. The liberal educators opposed

the methodsthe direct instruction, the explicit control exhibited by the
teacher. As a matter of fact, it was not unusual (even now) to hear of the program spoken of as "fascist."

I am not an advocate of Distar, but I will return to some of the issues
that the program and direct instruction in generalraises in understanding the differences between progressive White educators and educators of
color.

To explore 'those differences, I would like to present several statements
typical of those made with the best of intentions by middle-class liberal educators. To the surprise of the speakers, it is not unusual for such content to
be met by vocal opposition or stony silence from people of color. My attempt here is to examine the underlying assumptions of both camps.
"I want the same thing for everyone else's children as I want for mine."

To provide schooling for everyone's children that reflects liberal, middleclass values and aspirations is to ensure the maintenance of the status quo, to
ensure that power, the culture of power, remains in the hands of those who
already have it. Some children come to school with more accoutrements of
the culture of power already in place "cultural capital," as some critical
theorists refer to it (for example, Apple, 1979)some with less: Many liberal
educators hold that the primary goal for education is for children to become
autonomous, to develop fully who they are in the classroom setting without
having arbitrary, outside standards forced upon them. This is a very reasonable goal for people whose children are already participants in the culture of
power and who have already internalized its codes.
But parents who don't function within that culture often want something else. It's not that they disagree with the former aim, it's just that they
want something more. They want to ensure that the school provides their
children with discourse patterns, interactional .styles, and spoken and written language codes that will allow them success in the larger society.
It was the lack of attention to this concern that created such a negative
outcry in the Black community when well-intentioned White liberal educators introduced "dialect readers." These were seen as a plot to prevent the
schools from teaching the linguistic aspects of the culture of power, thus
571
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dooming Black children to a permanent outsider caste. As one parent demanded, "My kids know how to be Blackyou all teach them how to be
successful in the White man's world."
Several Black teachers have said to me recently that as much as they'd
like to believe otherwise, they cannot help but conclude that many of the
"progressive" educational strategies imposed by liberals upon Black and
poor children could only be based on a desire to ensure that the liberals'
children get sole access to the dwindling pool of American jobs. Some have
added that the liberal educators believe themselves to be operating with
good intentions, but that these good intentions are only conscious delusions
about their unconscious true motives. One of Black anthropologist John
Gwaltney's (1980) informants reflects this perspective with her tongue-incheek observation that the biggest difference between Black folks and White
folks is that Black folks know when they're lying!

Let me try to clarify how this might work in literacy instruction. A few
years ago I worked on an analysis of two popular eading programs, Distar
and a progressive program that focused on higher-level critical thinking
skills. In one of the first lessons of the progressive program, the children
are introduced to the names of the letter m and e. In the same lesson they
are then taught the sound made by each of the letters, how to write each of
the letters, and that when the two are blended together they produce the
word me.

As an experienced first-grade teacher, I am convinced that a child needs
to be familiar with a significant number of these concepts to be able to assimilate so much new knowledge in one sitting. By contrast, Distar presents
the same information in about forty lessons.
I would not argue for the pace of the Distar lessons; such a slow pace
would only bore most kidsbut what happened in the other lesson is that it
merely provided an opportunity for those who already knew the content to
exhibit that they knew it, or at most perhaps to build one new concept onto

what was already known. This meant that the child who did not come to
school already primed with what was to be presented would be labeled as
needing "remedial" instruction from day one; indeed, this determination
would be made before he or she was ever taught. In fact, Distar was "successful" because it actually taught new information to children who had not
already acquired it at hOme. Although the more progressive system was ideal
for some children, for others it was a disaster.
I do not advocate a simplistic "basic skills" approach for children outside of the culture of power. It would be (and has been) tragic to operate as if
these children were incapable of critical and higher-order thinking and reasoning. Rather, I suggest that schools must provide these children the con-
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tent that other families from a different cultural orientation provide at
home. This does not mean separating children according to family background, but instead, ensuring that each classroom incorporate strategies appropriate for all the children in its confines.
And I do not advocate that it is the school's job to attempt to change the
homes of poor and non-White children to match the homes of those in the
culture of power. That may indeed be a form of cultural genocide. I have
frequently heard schools call poor parents "uncaring" when parents respond
to the school's urging, that they change their home life in order to facilitate
their children's learning, by saying, "But that's the school's job." What the
school personnel fail to understand is that if the parents were members of
the culture of power and lived by its rules and codes, then they would transmit those codes to their children. In fact, they transmit another culture that
children must learn at home in order to survive in their communities.
"Child-centered, whole language, and process approaches are needed in
order to allow a democratic state of free, autonomous, empowered adults,
and because research has shown that children learn best through these
methods."

People of color are, in general, skeptical of research as a determiner of our
fates. Academic research has, after all, found us genetically inferior, culturally deprived, and verbally deficient. But beyond that general caveat, and
despite my or others' personal preferences, there is little research data supporting the major tenets of process approaches over other forms of literacy
instruction, and virtually no evidence that such approaches are more efficacious for children of color (Siddle, 1986).

Although the problem is not necessarily inherent in the method, in
some instances adherents of process approaches to writing create situations
in which students ultimately find themselves held accountable for knowing
a set of rules about which no one has ever directly informed them. Teachers
do students no service to suggest, even implicitly, that "product" is not important. In this country, students will be judged on their product regardless
of the process they utilized to achieve it. And that product, based as it is on
the specific codes of a particular culture, is more readily produced when the
directives of how to produce it are made explicit.

If such explicitness is not provided to students, what it feels like to
people who are old enough to judge is that there are secrets being kept,
that time is being wasted, that the teacher is abdicating his or her duty to
teach. A doctoral student in my acquaintance was assigned to a writing
class to hone his writing skills. The student was placed in the section led
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by a White professor who utilized a process approach, consisting primarily
of having the students write essays and then assemble into groups to edit
each others' papers. That procedure infuriated this particular student. He
had many angry encounters with the teacher about what she was doing. In
his words:
I didn't feel she was teaching us anything. She wanted us to correct each
others' papers and we were there to learn from her. She didn't teach anything, absolutely nothing.
Maybe they're trying to learn what Black folks knew all the time. We
understand how to improvise, how to express ourselves creatively. When
I'm in a classroom, I'm not looking for that, I'm looking for structure, the
more formal language.
Now my buddy was in [a] Black teacher's class. And that lady was very
good. She went through and explained and defined each part of the structure. This [White] teacher didn't get along with that Black teacher. She
said that she didn't agree with her methods. But I don't think that White
teacher had any methods.

When I told this gentleman that what the teacher was doing was called a
process method of teaching writing, his response was, "Well, at least now I
know that she thought she was doing something. I thought she was just a fool
who couldn't teach and didn't want to try."
This sense of being cheated can be so strong that the student may be
completely turned off to the educational system. Amanda Branscombe, an
accomplished White teacher, recently wrote a letter discussing her work
with working-class Black and White students at a community college in Alabama. She had given these students my "Skills and Other Dilemmas" arti-

cle (Delpit, 1986) to read and discuss, and wrote that her students really
understood and identified with what I was saying. To quote her letter:
One young man said that he had dropped out of high school because he
failed the exit exam. He noted that he had then passed the GED without a
problem after three weeks of prep. He said that his high school English
teacher claimed to use a process approach, but what she really did was hide

behind fancy words to give herself permission to do nothing in the
classroom.

The students I have spoken of seem to be saying that the teacher has denied them access to herself as the source of knowledge necessary to learn the

forms they need to succeed. Again, I tentatively attribute the problem to
teachers' resistance to exhibiting power in the classroom. Somehow, to ex574
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hibit one s personal power as expert source is viewed as disempowering one's
students.
Two qualifiers are necessary, however. The teacher cannot be the only
expert in the classroom. To deny students their own expert knowledge is to
disempower them. Amanda Branscombe, when she was working with Black

high school students classified as "slow learners, had the students analyze
RAP songs to discover their underlying patterns. The students became the
experts in explaining to the teacher the rules for creating a new RAP song.
The teacher then used the patterns the students identified as a base to begin
an explanation of the structure of grammar, and then of Shakespeare's plays.
Both student and teacher are expert at what they know best.
The second qualifier is that merely adopting direct instruction is not the
answer. Actual writing for real audiences and real purposes is a vital element
in helping students to understand that they have an important voice in their
own learning processes. Siddle (1988) examines the results of various kinds
of interventions in a primarily process-oriented writing class for Black students. Based on readers' blind assessments, she found that the intervention
that produced the most positive changes in the students' writing was a "minilesson" consisting of direct instruction about some standard writing convention. But what produced the second highest number of positive changes was
a subsequent student-centered conference with the teacher. (Peer conferencing in this group of Black students who were not members of the culture
of power produced the least number of changes in students' writing. However, the classroom teacher maintainedand I concur that such activities
are necessary to introduce the elements of "real audience" into the task,
along with more teacher-directed strategies.)
"It's really a shame but she (that Black teacher upstairs) seems to be so
authoritarian, so focused on skills and so teacher directed. Those poor kids
never seem to be allowed to really express their creativity. (And she even
yells at them.)"

This statement directly concerns the display of po.wer and authority in the
classroom. One way to understand the difference in perspective between
Black teachers and their progressive colleagues on this issue is to explore
culturally influenced oral interactions.
In Ways With Words, Shirley Brice Heath (1983) quotes the verbal directives given by the middle-class "townspeople" teachers (p. 280):

"Is this where the scissors belong?"
"You want to do your best work today."
575
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By contrast, many Black teachers are more likely to say:
"Put those scissors on that shelf."

"Put your name on the papers and make sure to get the right answer
for each question."
Is one oral style more authoritarian than another?

Other researchers have identified differences in middle-class and
working-class speech to children. Snow et al. (1976), for example, report
that working-class mothers use more directives to their children than do
middle- and upper-class parents. Middle-class parents are likely to give the
directive to a child to take his bath as, Isn't it time for your bath?" Even
though the utterance is couched as a question, both child and adult understand it as a directive. The child may respond with "Aw. Mom, can't I wait
until . ," but whether or not negotiation is attempted, both conversants understand the intent of the utterance.
By contrast, a Black mother, in whose house I was recently a guest, said
.

.

to her eight-year-old son, "Boy, get your rusty behind in that bathtub." Now I
happen to know that this woman loves her son as much as any mother, but

she would never have posed the directive to her son to take a bath in the
form of a question. Were she to ask, "Would you like to take your bath now?"

she would not have been issuing a directive but offering a true alternative.
Consequently, as Heath suggests, upon entering school the child from such
a family may not understand the indirect statement of the teacher as a direct
command. Both White and Black working-class children in the communities Heath studied "had difficulty interpreting these indirect requests for adherence to an unstated set of rules" (p. 280).
But those veiled commands are commands nonetheless, representing
true power, and with true consequences for disobedience. If veiled commands are ignored, the child will be labeled a behavior problem and possibly officially classified as behavior disordered. In other words, the attempt by
the teacher to reduce an exhibition of power by expressing herself in indirect terms may remove the very explicitness that the child needs to understand the rules of the new classroom culture.
A Black elementary school principal in Fairbanks, Alaska, reported to
me that she has a lot of difficulty with Black children who are placed in
some White teachers' classrooms. The teachers often send the children to
the office for disobeying teacher directives. Their parents are frequently
called in for conferences. The parents' response to the teacher is usually
the same: "They do what I say; if you just tell them what to do, they'll do it.
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I tell them at home that they have to listen to what you say." And so, does
not the power still exist? Its veiled nature only makes it more difficult for
some children to respond appropriately, but that in no way mitigates its
existence.
I don't mean to imply, however, that the only time the Black child' disobeys the teacher is when he or she misunderstands the request for certain
behavior. There are other factors that may produce such behavior. Black
children expect an authority figure to act with authority. When the teacher
instead acts as a "chum," the message sent is that this adult has no authority,
and the children react accordingly. One reason this is so is that Black people
often view issues of power and authority differently than people from mainstream middle-class backgrounds.3 Many people of color expect authority to
be earned by personal efforts and exhibited by personal characteristics. In
other words, "the authoritative person gets to be a teacher because she is authoritative." Some members of middle-Class cultures, by contrast, expect
one to achieve authority by the acquisition of an authoritative role. That is,
"the teacher is the authority because she is the teacher."
In the first instance, because authority is earned, the teacher must consistently prove the characteristics that give her authority. These characteris-

tics may vary across cultures, but in the Black community they tend to
cluster around several abilities. The authoritative teacher can control the
class through exhibition of personal power; establishes meaningful interpersonal relationships that garner student respect; exhibits a strong belief that
all students can learn; establishes a standard of achievement and "pushes"
the students to achieve that standard; and holds the attention of the students
by incorporating interactional features of Black communicative style in his
or her teaching.
By contrast, the teacher whose authority is vested in the role has many
more options of behavior at her disposal. For instance, she does not need to
express any sense of personal power because her authority does not come
from anything she herself does or says. Hence, the power she actually holds
may be veiled in such questions/commands as "Would you like to sit down
now?" If the children in her class understand authority as she does, it is mutually agreed upon that they are to obey her no matter how indirect, softspoken, or unassuming she may be. Her indirectness and soft-spokenness
may indeed be, as I suggested earlier, an attempt to reduce the implication
of overt power in order to establish a more egalitarian and non-authoritarian
classroom atmosphere.
If the children operate under another notion of authority, however, then
there is trouble. The Black child may perceive the middle-class teacher as
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weak, ineffectual, and incapable of taking on the role of being the teacher;

therefore, there is no need to follow her directives. In her dissertation,
Michelle Foster (1987) quotes one young Black man describing such a
teacher:
She is boring, bo::ring. She could do something creative. Instead she just
stands there. She can't control the class, doesn't know how to control the
class. She asked me what she was doing wrong. I told her she just stands

there like she's meditating. I told her she could be meditating for all

I

know. She says that we're supposed to know what to do. I told her I don't
know nothin' unless she tells me. She just can't control the class. I hope we
don't have her next semester. (pp. 67-68)

But of course the teacher may not view the problem as residing in herself
but in the student, and the child may once again become the behaviordisordered Black boy in special education.

What characteristics do Black students attribute to the good teacher?
Again, Foster's dissertation provides a quotation that supports my experience
with Black students. A young Black man is discussing a former teacher with
a group of friends:
We had fu::n in her class, but she was mean. I can remember she used to
say, "Tell me what's in the story, Wayne." She pushed, she used to get on
me and push me to know. She made us learn. We had to get in the books.
There was this tall guy and he tried to take her on, but she was in charge of
that class and she didn't let anyone run her. I still have this book we used in
her class. It's a bunch of stories in it. I just read one on Coca-Cola again
the other day (p. 68).

To clarify, this student was proud of the teacher's "meanness," an attribute he seemed to describe as the ability to run the class and pushing
and expecting students to learn. Now, does the liberal perspective of the

negatively authoritarian Black teacher really hold up? I suggest that
although all "explicit" Black teachers are not also good teachers, there are
different attitudes in different cultural groups about which characteristics
make for a good teacher. Thus, it is impossible to create a model for the
good teacher without taking issues of culture and community context into
account.
Editor's note: The colons [::] refer to elongated vowels.
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And now to the final comment I present for examination:
"Children have the right to their own language, their own culture. We
must fight cultural hegemony and fight the system by insisting that children be allowed to express themselves in their own language style. It is not
they, the children, who must change, but the schools. To push children to
do anything else is repressive and reactionary."

A statement such as this originally inspired me to write the "Skills and Other
Dilemmas" article. It was first written as a letter to a colleague in response to
a situation that had developed in our department. I was teaching a senior-

level teacher education course. Students were asked to prepare a written
autobiographical document for the class that would also be shared with their
placement school prior to their student teaching.

One student, a talented young Native American woman, submitted a
paper in which the ideas were lost because of technical problemsfrom
spelling to sentence structure to paragraph structure. Removing her name, I

duplicated the paper for a discussion with some faculty members. I had
hoped to initiate a discussion about what we could do to ensure that our students did not reach the senior level without getting assistance in technical
writing skills when they needed them.
I was amazed at the response. Some faculty implied that the student
should never have been allowed into the teacher education program. Others, some of the more progressive minded, suggested that I was attempting
to function as gatekeeper by raising the issue and had internalized repressive and disempowering forces of the power elite to suggest that something
was wrong with a Native American student just because she had another
style of writing. With few exceptions, I found myself alone in arguing
against both camps.
No, this student should not have been denied entry to the program. To
deny her entry under the notion of upholding standards is to blame the victim for the crime. We cannot justifiably enlist exclusionary standards when
the reason this student lacked the skills demanded was poor teaching at best
and institutionalized racism at worst.
However, to bring this student into the program and pass her through
without attending to obvious deficits in the codes needed for her to func-

tion effectively as a teacher is equally criminal for though we may assuage our own consciences for not participating in victim blaming, she
will surely be accused and convicted as soon as she leaves the university.
As Native Alaskans were quick to tell me, and as I understood through my
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own experience in the Black community, not only would she not be hired

as a teacher, but those who did not hire her would make the (false) assumption that the university was putting out only incompetent Natives
and that they should stop looking seriously at any Native applicants. A
White applicant who exhibits problems is an individual with problems. A
person of color who exhibits problems immediately becomes a representative of her cultural group.
No, either stance is criminal. The answer is to accept students but also
to take responsibility to teach them. I decided to talk to the student and
found out she had recognized that she needed some assistance in the technical aspects of writing soon after she entered the university as a freshman.
She had gone to various members of the education faculty and received the
same two kinds of responses I met with four years later: faculty members told
her either that she should not even attempt to be a teacher, or that it didn't
matter and that she shouldn't worry about such trivial issues. In her desperation, she had found a helpful professor in the English Department, but he
left the university when she was in her sophomore year.
We sat down together, worked out a plan for attending to specific areas
of writing competence, and set up regular meetings. I stressed to her the
need to use her own learning process as insight into how best to teach her future students those "skills" that her own schooling had failed to teach her. I
gave her some explicit rules to follow in some areas; for others, we devised
various kinds of journals that, along with readings about the structure of the

language, allowed her to find her own insights into how the language
worked. All that happened two years ago, and the young woman is now successfully teaching. What the experience led me to understand is that pretending that gatekeeping points don't exist is to ensure that many students
will not pass through them.
Now you may have inferred that I believe that because there is a culture

of power, everyone should learn the codes to participate in it, and that is
how the world should be. Actually, nothing could be further from the truth.
I believe in a diversity of style, and I believe the world will be diminished if
cultural diversity is ever obliterated. Further, I believe strongly, as do my liberal colleagues, that each cultural group should have the right to maintain
its own language style. When I speak, therefore, of the culture of power, I
don't speak of how I wish things to be but of how they are.
I further believe that to act as if power does not exist is to ensure that the
power status quo remains the same. To imply to children or adults (but of
course the adults won't believe you anyway) that it doesn't matter how you
talk or how you write is to ensure their ultimate failure. I prefer to be honest
with my students. Tell them that their language and cultural style is unique
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and wonderful but that there is a political power game that is also being
played, and if they want to be in on that game there are certain games that
they too Must play.

But don't think that I let the onus of change rest entirely with the students. I am also involved in political work both inside and outside of the educational system, and that political work demands that I place myself to
influence as many gatekeeping points as possible. And it is there that I agi-

tate for changepushing gatekeepers to open their doors to a variety of
styles and codes. What I'm saying, however, is that I do not believe that political change toward diversity can be effected from the bottom up, as do
some of my colleagues. They seem to believe that if we accept and encourage diversity within classrooms of children, then diversity will automatically
be accepted at gatekeeping points.
I believe that will never happen. What will happen is that the students
who reach the gatekeeping pointslike Amanda Branscombe's student who

dropped out of high school because he failed his exit exam will understand that they have been lied to and will react accordingly. No, I am certain
that if we are truly to effect societal change, we cannot do so from the bottom up, but we must push.and agitate from the top down. And in the meantime, we must take the responsibility to teach, to provide for students who do
not already possess them, the additional codes of power.4
But I alsO do not believe that we should teach students to passively adopt
an alternate code. They must be encouraged to understand the value of the
code they already possess as well as to understand the power realities in this
country. Otherwise they will be unable to work to change these realities.
And how does one do that?
Martha Demientieff, a masterly Native Alaskan teacher of Athabaska
Indian students, tells me that her students, who live in a small, isolated, rural
village of less than two hundred people, are not aware that there are different
codes of English. She takes their writing and analyzes it for features of what
has been referred to by Alaskan linguists as "Village English," and then covers half a bulletin board with words or phrases from the students' writing,

which she labels "Our Heritage Language." On the other half of the bulletin board she puts the equivalent statements in "standard English," which
she labels "Formal English."
She and the students spend a long time on the "Heritage English" sec-

tion, savoring the words, discussing the nuances. She tells the students,
"That's the way we say things. Doesn't it feel good? Isn't it the absolute best
way of getting that idea across?" Then she turns to the other side of the
board. She tells the students that there are people, not like those in their village, who judge others by the way they talk or write.
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We listen to the way people talk, not to judge them, but to tell what part of
the river they come from. These other people are not like that. They think
everybody needs to talk like them. Unlike us, they have a hard time hearing.what people say if they don't talk exactly like them. Their way of talking and writing is called "Formal English."
We have to feel a little sorry for them because they have only one way
to talk. We're going to learn two ways to say things. Isn't that better? One
way will be our Heritage way. The other will be Formal English. Then,
when we go to get jobs, we'll be able to talk like those people who only
know and can only really listen to one way. Maybe after we get the jobs we
can help them to learn how it feels to have another language, like ours,
that feels so good. We'll talk like them when we have to, but we'll always
know our way is best.

Martha then does all sorts of activities with the notions of Formal and
Heritage or informal English. She tells the students,
In the village, everyone speaks informally most of the time unless there's a
potlatch or something. You don't think about it, you don't worry about fol-

lowing any rulesit's sort of like how you eat food at a picnicnobody
pays attention to whether you use your fingers or a fork, and it feels so good.

Now, Formal English is more like a formal dinner. There are rules to follow about where the knife and fork belong, about where people sit, about
how you eat. That can be really nice, too, because it's nice to dress up
sometimes.

The students then prepare a formal dinner in the class, for which they
dress up and set a big table with fancy tablecloths, china, and silverware.
They speak only Formal English at this meal. Then they prepare a picnic
where only informal English is allowed.
She also contrasts the "wordy" academic way of saying things with the
metaphoric style of Athabaskan. The students discuss how book language always uses more words, but in Heritage language, the shorter way of saying
something is always better. Students then write papers in the academic way,

discussing with Martha and with each other whether they believe they've
said enough to sound like a book. Next, they take those papers and try to reduce the meaning to a few sentences. Finally, students further reduce the
message to a "saying" brief enough to go on the front of a T-shirt, and the
sayings are put on little paper T-shirts that the students cut out and hang
throughout the room. Sometimes the students reduce other authors' wordy
texts to their essential meanings as well.
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The following transcript provides another example. It is from a conversation between a Black teacher and a Southern Black high school student
named Joey, who is a speaker of Black English. The. teacher believes it very
important to discuss openly and honestly the issues of language diversity and
power. She has begun the discussion by giving the student a children's book
written in Black English to read.
Teacher: What do you think about that book?
Joey: I think it's nice.
Teacher: Why?

Joey: I don't know. It just told about a Black family, that's all.
Teacher: Was it difficult to read?
Joey: No.

Teacher: Was the text different from what you have seen in other books?
Joey: Yeah. The writing was.
Teacher: How?

Joey: It use more of a southern-like accent in this book.
Teacher: Uhm-hmm. Do you think that's good or bad?
Joey: Well, uh, I don't think it's good for people clown this a way, cause that's
the way they grow up talking anyway. They ought to get the right way to talk.
Teacher: Oh. So you think it's wrong to talk like that?

Joey: Well ... [Laughs]
Teacher: Hard question, huh?
Joey: Uhm-hmm, that's a hard question. But I think they shouldn't make books
like that.
Teacher: Why?
Joey: Because they not using the right way to talk and in school they take off for
that and li'l chirren grow up talking like that and reading like that so they
might think that's right and all the time they getting bad grades in school,
talking like that and writing like that.
Teacher: Do you think they should be getting bad grades for talking like that?

Joey: [Pauses, answers very slowly] No ... No.

Teacher: So you don't think that it matters whether you talk one way or
another?
Joey: No, not long as you understood.
Teacher: Uhm-hmm. Well, that's a hard question for me to answer, too. It's, ah,
that's a question that's come up in a lot of schools now as to whether they
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should correct children who speak the way we speak all the time. Cause
when we're talking to each other we talk like that even though we might not
talk like that when we get into other situations, and who's to say whether
it's

Joey: [Internipting] Right or wrong.
Teacher: Yeah.

Joey: Maybe they ought to come up with another kind of .. maybe Black English or something. A course in Black English. Maybe Black folks would be
good in that cause people talk, I mean Black people talk like that, so ... but
I guess there's a right way and wrong way to talk, you know, not regarding
what race. I don't know.
.

Teacher: But who decided what's right or wrong?
Joey: Well that's true .. . I guess White people did.

[Laughter. End of tape.]

Notice how throughout the conversation Joey's consciousness has
been raised by thinking about codes of language. This teacher further advocates having students interview various personnel officers in actual
workplaces about their attitudes toward divergent styles in oral and written
language. Students begin to understand how arbitrary language standards

are, but also how politically charged they are. They compare various
pieces written in different styles, discuss the impact of different styles on
the message by making translations and back translations across styles, and
discuss the history, apparent purpose, and contextual appropriateness of
each of the technical writing rules presented by their teacher. And they
practice writing different forms to different audiences based on rules appropriate for each audience. Such a program not only "teaches" standard
linguistic forms, but also explores aspects of power as exhibited through
linguistic forms.
Tony Burgess, in a study of secondary writing in England by Britton,
Burgess, Martin, McLeod, and Rosen (1975/1977), suggests that we should
not teach "iron conventions
imposed without rationale or grounding in
communicative intent," . . . but "critical and ultimately cultural awarenesses" (p. 54). Courtney Cazden (1987) calls for a two-pronged approach:
.

1.

.

Continuous opportunities for writers to participate in some autlintic bit of the unending conversation . . . thereby becoming part of a
vital community of talkers and writers in a particular domain, and

2. Periodic, temporary focus on conventions of form, taught as cultural

conventions expected in a particular community. (p. 20)
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Just so that there is no confusion about what Cazden means by a focus on
conventions of form, or about what I mean by "skills," let me stress that neither of us is speaking of page after page of "skill sheets" creating compound
words or identifying nouns and adverbs, but rather about helping students
gain a useful knowledge of the conventions of print while engaging in real
and useful communicative activities. Kay Rowe Grubis, a junior high school
teacher in a multicultural school, makes lists of certain technical rules for her
eighth graders' review and then gives them papers from a third grade to "correct." The students not only have to correct other students' work, but also tell
them why they have changed or questioned aspects of the writing.
A village teacher, Howard Cloud, teaches his high school students the
conventions of formal letter writing and the formulation of careful questions

in the context of issues surrounding the amendment of the Alaska Land
Claims Settlement Act. Native Alaskan leaders hold differing views on this
issue, critical to the future of local sovereignty and land rights. The students
compose letters to leaders who reside in different areas of the state seeking
their perspectives, set up audioconference calls for interview/debate sessions, and, finally, develop a videotape to present the differing views.
To summarize, I suggest that students must be taught the codes needed to
participate fully in the mainstream of American life, not by being forced to attend to hollow, inane, decontextualized subskills, but rather within the context of meaningful communicative endeavors; that they must be allowed the
resource of the teacher's expert knowledge, while being helped to acknowledge their own "expertness" as well; and that even while students are assisted
in learning the culture of power, they must also be helped to learn about the
arbitrariness of those codes and about the power relationships they represent.
I am also suggesting that appropriate education for poor children and
children of color can only be devised in consultation with adults who share
their culture. Black parents, teachers of color, and members of poor communities must be allowed to participate fully in the discussion of what kind of instruction is in their children's best interest. Good liberal intentions are not
enough. In an insightful study entitled "Racism without Racists: Institutional
Racism in Urban Schools," Massey, Scott, and Dombusch (1975) found that
under the pressures of teaching, and with all intentions of "being nice," teachers had essentially stopped attempting to teach Black children. In their words:
"We have shown that oppression can arise out of warmth, friendliness, and
concern. Paternalism and a lack of challenging standards are creating a distorted system of evaluation in the schools" (p. 10). Educators must open themselves to, and allow themselves to be affected by, these alternative voices.

In conclusion, I am proposing a resolution for the skills/process debate.
In short, the debate is fallacious; the dichotomy is false. The issue is really an
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illusion created initially not by teachers but by academics whose world view
demands the creation of categorical divisions not for the purpose of better

teaching, but for the goal of easier analysis. As I have been reminded by
many teachers since the publication of my article, those who are most skillful at educating Black and poor children do not allow themselves to be
placed in "skills" or "process" boxes. They understand the need for both ap-

proaches, the need to help students to establish their own voices, but to
coach those voices to produce notes that will be heard clearly in the larger
society.

The dilemma is not really in the debate over instructional methodology,

but rather in communicating across cultures and in addressing the more
fundamental issue of power, of whose voice gets to be heard in determining
what is best for poor children and children of color. Will Black teachers and
parents continue to be silenced by the very forces that claim to "give voice"
to our children? Such an outcome would be tragic, for both groups truly
have something to say to one another. As a result of careful listening to alternative points of view, I have myself come to a viable synthesis of perspec-

tives. But both sides do need to be able to listen, and I contend that it is
those with the most power, those in the majority, who must take the greater
responsibility for initiating the process.
To do so takes a very special kind of listening, listening that requires not
only open eyes and ears, but open hearts and minds. We do not really see
through our eyes or hear through our ears, but through our beliefs. To put
our beliefs on hold is to cease to exist as ourselves for a momentand that is
not easy. It is painful as well, because it means turning yourself inside out,
giving up your own sense of who you are, and being willing to see yourself in
the unflattering light of another's angry gaze. It is not easy, but it is the only
way to learn what it might feel like to be someone else and the only way to
start the dialogue.
There are several guidelines. We must keep the perspective that people

are experts on their own lives. There are certainly aspects of the outside
world of which they may not be aware, but they can be the only authentic
chroniclers of their own experience. We must not be too quick to deny their
interpretations, or accuse them of "false consciousness." We must believe
that people are rational beings, and therefore always act rationally. We may
not understand their rationales, but that in no way militates against the existence of these rationales or reduces our responsibility to attempt to apprehend them. And finally, we must learn to be vulnerable enough to allow our
world to turn upside down in order to allow the realities of others to edge
themselves into our consciousness. In other words, we must become ethnographers in the true sense.
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Teachers are in an ideal position to play this role, to attempt to get all of

the issues on the table in order to initiate true dialogue. This can only be
done, however, by seeking out those whose perspectives may differ most, by
learning to give their words complete attention, by understanding one's own
power, even if that power stems merely from being in the majority, by being
unafraid to raise questions about discrimination and voicelessness with people of color, and to listen, no, to hear what they say. I suggest that the results
of such interactions may be the most powerful and empowering coalescence

yet seen in the educational realm for all teachers and for all the students
they teach.

I take full responsibility for all that appears herein; however, aside from
those mentioned by name in this text, I would like to thank all of the educators and students around the country who have been so willing to contribute
their perspectives to the formulation of these ideas, especially Susan Jones,
Catherine Blunt, Dee Stickman, Sandra Gamble, Willard Taylor, Mickey
Monteiro, Denise Burden, Evelyn Higbee, Joseph Delpit, Jr., Valerie Montoya, Richard Cohen, and Mary Denise Thompson.

NOTES
1. Such a discussion, limited as it is by space constraints, must treat the intersection of
class and race somewhat simplistically. For the sake of clarity, however, let me define a few
terms: "Black" is used herein to refer to those who share some or all aspects of "core black
culture" (Gwaltney, 1980, p. xxiii), that is, the mainstream of Black Americaneither those
who have entered the ranks of the bourgeoisie nor those who are participants in the disenfranchised underworld. "Middle-class" is used broadly to refer to the predominantly White American "mainstream." There are, of course, non-White people who also fit into this category; at
issue is their cultural identification, not necessarily the color of their skin. (I must acid that
there are other non-White people, as well as poor White people, who have indicated to me
that their perspectives are similar to those attributed herein to Black people.)
2. Multicultural Britain: "Crosstalk," National Centre of Industrial Language Training,
Commission for Racial Equality, London, England, John Twitchin, Producer.
3.

I would like to thank Michelle Foster, who is presently planning a more in-depth

treatment of the subject, for her astute clarification of the idea.
4. Bernstein (1975) makes a similar point when he proposes that different educational
frames cannot be successfully institutionalized in the lower levels of education until there are
fundamental changes at the post-secondary levels.
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DAVID BARTHOLOMAE

Education may well be, as of right, the instrument whereby every individual,
in a society like our own, can gain access to any kind of discourse. But we
well know that in its distribution, in what it permits and in what it prevents,
it follows the well-trodden battle-lines of social conflict. Every educational
system is a political means of maintaining or of modifying the appropriation
of discourse, with the knowledge and the powers it carries with it.

Foucault, The Discourse on Language
the text is the form of the social relationships made visible, palpable,
material.
.

.

Bernstein, Codes, Modalities and the Process of Cultural
Reproduction: A Model

Every time a student sits down to write for us, he has to invent the university
for the occasioninvent the university, that is, or a branch of it, like history
or anthropology or economics or English. The student has to learn to speak
our language, to speak as we do, to try on the peculiar ways of knowing, selecting, evaluating, reporting, concluding, and arguing that define the discourse of our community. Or perhaps I should say the various discourses of

our community, since it is in the nature of a liberal arts education that a
Reprinted from When a Writer Can't Write: Studies in Writer's Block and Other ComposingProcess Problems. Ed. Mike Rose. New York: Guilford, 1985. 134-165. Copyright © 1985 by
the Guilford Press. All rights reserved.
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student, after the first year or two, must learn to try on a variety of voices and

interpretive schemesto write, for example, as a literary critic one day and
as an experimental psychologist the next; to work within fields where the
rules governing the presentation of examples or the development of an argument are both distinct and, even to a professional, mysterious.
The student has to appropriate (or be appropriated by) a specialized discourse, and he has to do this as though he were easily and comfortably one
with his audience, as though he were a member of the academy or an historian or an anthropologist or an economist; he has to invent the university by
assembling and mimicking its language while finding some compromise be-

tween idiosyncrasy, a personal history, on the one hand, and the requirements of convention, the history of a discipline, on the other hand. He must
learn to speak our language. Or he must dare to speak it or to carry off the
bluff, since speaking and writing will most certainly be required long before
the skill is "learned." And this, understandably, causes problems.
Let me look quickly at an example. Here is an essay written by a college
freshman.
In the past time I thought that an incident was creative was when I had to
make a clay model of the earth, but not of the classical or your everyday
model of the earth which consists of the two cores, the mantle and the
crust. I thought of these things in a dimension of which it would be

unique, but easy to comprehend. Of course, your materials to work with
were basic and limited at the same time, but thought help to put this limit
into a right attitude or frame of mind to work with the clay.
In the beginning of the clay model, I had to research and learn the different dimensions of the earth (in magnitude, quantity, state of matter,
etc.) After this, I learned how to put this into the clay and come up with
something different than any other person in my class at the time. In my
opinion, color coordination and shape was the key to my creativity of the
clay model of the earth.
Creativity is the venture of the mind at work with the mechanics relay
to the limbs from the cranium, which stores and triggers this action. It can
be a burst of energy released at a precise time a thought is being transmit-

ted. This can cause a frenzy of the human body, but it depends on the
characteristics of the individual and how they can relay the message clearly
enough through mechanics of the body to us as an observer. Then we must

determine if it is creative or a learned process varied by the individuals
thought process. Creativity is indeed a tool which has to exist, or our world
will not succeed into the future and progress like it should.

I am continually impressed by the patience and goodwill of our students. This student was writing a placement essay during freshman orienta-
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tion. (The problem set to him was: "Describe a time when you did something you felt to be creative. Then, on the basis of the incident you have described, go on to draw some general conclusions about 'creativity.'") He
knew that university faculty would be reading and evaluating his essay, and
so he wrote for them.

In some ways it is a remarkable performance. He is trying on the discourse even though he doesn't have the knowledge that would make the discourse more than a routine, a set of conventional rituals and gestures. And
he is doing this, I think, even though he knows he doesn't have the knowledge that would make the discourse more than a routine. He defines himself

as a researcher working systematically, and not as a kid in a high school
class: "I thought of these things in a dimension of ."; "I had to research
.

.

and learn the different dimensions of the earth (in magnitude, quantity, state
of matter, etc.)." He moves quickly into a specialized language (his approximation of our jargon) and draws both a general, textbook-like conclusion

"Creativity is the venture of the mind at work

.

." and a resounding

peroration "Creativity is indeed a tool which has to exist, or our world will
not succeed into the future and progress like it should." The writer has even
picked up the rhythm of our prose with that last "indeed" and with the qualifications and the parenthetical expressions of the opening paragraphs. And
through it all he speaks with an impressive air of authority.
There is an elaborate but, I will argue, a necessary and enabling fiction
at work here as the student dramatizes his experience in a "setting"the setting required by the discoursewhere he can speak to us as a companion, a
fellow researcher. As I read the essay, there is only one moment when the
fiction is broken, when we are addressed differently. The student says, "Of
course, your materials to work with were basic and limited at the same time,

but thought help to put this limit into a right attitude or frame of mind to
work with the clay." At this point, I think, we become students and he the
teacher giving us a lesson (as in, "You take your pencil in your right hand
and put your paper in front of you"). This is however, one of the most characteristic slips of basic writers. (I use the term "basic writers" to refer to university students traditionally placed in remedial composition courses.) It is

very hard for them to take on the role the voice, the personaof an authority whose authority is rooted in scholarship, analysis, or research. They
slip, then, into a more immediately available and realizable voice of authority, the voice of a teacher giving a lesson or the voice of a parent lecturing at
the dinner table. They offer advice or homilies rather than "academic" conclusions. There is a similar break in the final paragraph, where the conclusion that pushes for a definition ("Creativity is the venture of the mind at
work with the mechanics relay to the limbs from the cranium") is replaced
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by a conclusion that speaks in the voice of an elder ("Creativity is indeed a
tool which has to exist, or our world will not succeed into the future and
progress like it should").
It is not uncommon, then, to find such breaks in the concluding sections of essays written by basic writers. Here is the concluding section of an
essay written by a student about his work as a mechanic. He had been asked
to generalize about work after reviewing an on-the-job experience or incident that "stuck in his mind" as somehow significant.
How could two repairmen miss a leak? Lack of pride? No incentive? Lazy?
I don't know.

At this point the writer is in a perfect position to speculate, to move from the
problem to an analysis of the problem. Here is how the paragraph continues,
however (and notice the change in pronoun reference).
From this point on, I take my time, do it right, and don't let customers get
under your skin. If they have a complaint, tell them to call your boss and
he'll be more than glad to handle it. Most important, worry about yourself,
and keep a clear eye on everyone, for there's always someone trying to take
advantage of you, anytime and anyplace. (Emphasis added)

We get neither a technical discussion nor an "academic" discussion but a
Lesson on Life.' This is the language he uses to address the general question, "How could two repairmen miss a leak?" The other brand of conclusion, the more academic one, would have required him to speak of his
experience in our terms; it would, that is, have required a special vocabulary,
a special system of presentation, and an interpretive scheme (or a set of com-

monplaces) he could have used to identify and talk about the mystery of
human- error. The writer certainly had access to the range of acceptable
commonplaces for such an explanation: "lack of pride," "no incentive,"
"lazy." Each commonplace would dictate its own set of phrases, examples,
and conclusions; and we, his teachers, would know how to write out each argument, just as we know how to write out more specialized arguments of our

own. A "commonplace," then, is a culturally or institutionally authorized
concept or statement that carries with it its own necessary elaboration. We
all use commonplaces to orient ourselves in the world; they provide points
of reference and a set of "prearticulated" explanations that are readily available to organize and interpret experience. The phrase, "lack of pride" carries with it its own account of the repairman's error, just as at another point
in time a reference to "original sin" would have provided an explanation, or
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just as in certain university classrooms a reference to "alienation" would enable writers to continue and complete the discussion. While there is a way
in which these terms are interchangeable, they are not all permissible: A student in a composition class would most likely be turned away from a discussion of original sin. Commonplaces are the "controlling ideas" of our
composition textbooks, textbooks that not only insist on a set form for expository writing but a set view of public life.-'

When the writer says, "I don't know," then, he is not saying that he has
nothing to say. He is saying that he is not in a position to carry on this discussion. And so we are addressed as apprentices rather than as teachers or scholars. In order to speak as a person of status or privilege, the writer can either

speak to us in our terms in the privileged language of university discourseor, in default (or in defiance) of that, he can speak to us as though
we were children, offering us the wisdom of experience.
I think it is possible to say that the language of the "Clay Model" paper

has come through the writer and not from the writer. The writer has located himself (more precisely, he has located the self that is represented by

the "I" on the page) in a context that is finally beyond him, not his own
and not available to his immediate procedures for inventing and arranging
text. I would not, that is, call this essay an example of "writer-based" prose.
I would not say that it is egocentric or that it represents the "interior monologue or a writer thinking and talking to himself" (Flower, 1981, p. 63). It
is, rather, the record of a writer who has lost himself in the discourse of his

readers. There is a context beyond the intended reader that is not the
world but a way of talking about the world, a way of talking that determines the use of examples, the possible conclusions, acceptable commonplaces, and key words for an essay on the construction of a clay model of
the earth. This writer has entered the discourse without successfully approximating it.
Linda Flower (1981) has argued that the difficulty inexperienced writers
have with writing can be understood as a difficulty in negotiating the transition between "writer-based" and "reader-based" prose. Expert writers, in
other words, can better imagine how a reader will respond to a text and can
transform or restructure what they have to say around a goal shared with a
reader. Teaching students to revise for readers, then, will better prepare
them to write initially with a reader in mind. The success of this pedagogy
depends on the degree to which a writer can imagine and conform to a
reader's .goals. The difficulty of this act of imagination and the burden of
such conformity are so much at the heart of the problem that a teacher must
pauscand take stock before offering revision as a solution. A student like the
one who wrote the "Clay Model" paper is not so much trapped in a private
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language as he is shut out from one of the privileged languages of public
life, a language he is aware of but cannot control.

II

Our students, I've said, have to appropriate (or be appropriated by) a specialized discourse, and they have to do this as though they were easily or com-

fortably one with their audience. If you look at the situation this way,
suddenly the problem of audience awareness becomes enormously complicated. One of the common assumptions of both composition research and
composition teaching is that at some "stage" in the process of composing an
essay a writer's ideas or his motives must be tailored to the needs and expectations of his audience. Writers have to "build bridges" between their point

of view and the reader's. They have to anticipate and acknowledge the
reader's assumptions and biases. They must begin with "common points of
departure" before introducing new or controversial arguments. Here is what
one of the most popular college textbooks says to students.
Once you have your purpose clearly in mind, your next task is to define
and analyze your audience. A sure sense of your audience knowing who
it is and what assumptions you can reasonably make about it is crucial to
the success of your rhetoric. (Hairston, 1978, p. 107)

It is difficult to imagine, however, how writers can have a purpose before
they are located in a discourse, since it is the discourse with its projects and
agendas that determines what writers can and will do. The writer who can
successfully manipulate an audience (or, to use a less pointed language, the
writer who can accommodate her motives to her reader's expectations) is a
writer who can both imagine and write from a position of privilege. She must,
that is, see herself within a privileged discourse, one that already includes and
excludes groups of readers. She must be either equal to or more powerful than
those she would address. The writing, then, must somehow transform the political and social relationships between students and teachers.
If my students are going to write for me by knowing who I am and if
this means more than knowing my prejudices, psyching me out it means
knowing what I know; it means having the knowledge of a professor of English. They have, then, to know what I know and how I know what I know
(the interpretive schemes that define the way I would work out the problems
I set for them); they have to learn to write what I would write or to offer up
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some approximation of that discourse. The problem of audience awareness,
then, is a problem of power and finesse. It cannot be addressed, as it is in
most classroom exercises, by giving students privilege and denying the situation of the classroom usually, that is, by having students write to an outsider, someone excluded from their privileged circle: "Write about 'To His
Coy Mistress,' not for your teacher but for the students in your class"; "Describe Pittsburgh to someone who has never been there"; "Explain to a high
school senior how best to prepare for college"; "Describe baseball to an Eskimo." Exercises such as these allow students to imagine the needs and goals
of a reader, and they bring those needs and goals forward as a dominant constraint in the construction of an essay. And they argue, implicitly, what is
generally true about writingthat it is an act of aggression disguised as an
act of charity. What these assignments fail to address is the central problem
of academic writing, where a student must assume the right of speaking to
someone who knows more about baseball or "To His Coy Mistress" than the
student does, a reader for whom the general commonplaces and the readily
available utterances about a subject are inadequate.
Linda Flower and John Hayes, in an often quoted article (1981), re=
ported on a study of a protocol of an expert writer (an English teacher) writing about his job for readers of Seventeen magazine. The key moment for
this writer, who seems to have been having trouble getting started, came
when he decided that teenage girls read Seventeen; that some teenage girls
like English because it is tidy ("some of them will have wrong reasons in that
English is good because it's tidy can be a neat tidy little girl"); that some
don't like it because it is "prim" and that, "By God, I can change that notion
for them." Flower and Hayes's conclusion is that this effort of "exploration
and consolidation" gave the writer "a new, relatively complex, rhetorically
sophisticated working goal, one which encompasses plans for topic, a persona, and the audience" (p. 383).3
Flower and Hayes give us a picture of a writer solving a problem, and
the problem as they present it is a cognitive one. It is rooted in the way the
writer's knowledge is represented in the writer's mind. The problem resides
there, not in the nature of knowledge or in the nature of discourse but in a
mental state prior to writing. It is possible, however, to see the problem as
(perhaps simultaneously) a problem in the way subjects are located in a field
of discourse.

Flower and Hayes divide up the composing process into three distinct
activities: "planning or goal-setting," "translating," and "reviewing." The last
of these, reviewing (which is further divided into two subprocesses, "evaluat-

ing" and "revising"), is particularly powerful, for as a writer continually
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generates new goals, plans, and text, he is engaging in a process of learning
and discovery. Let me quote Flower and Hayes's conclusion at length.
If one studies the process by which a writer uses a goal to generate ideas,
then consolidates those ideas and uses them to revise or regenerate new,
more complex goals, one can see this learning process in action. Furthermore, one sees why the process of revising and clarifying goals has such a
broad effect, since it is through setting these new goals that the fruits of discovery come back to inform the continuing process of writing. In this instance, some of our most complex and imaginative acts can depend on the
elegant simplicity of a few powerful thinking processes. We feel that a cognitive process explanation of discovery, toward which this theory is only a
start, will have another special strength. By placing emphasis on the inventive power of the writer, who is able to explore ideas, to develop, act on,
test, and regenerate his or her own goals, we are putting an important part

of creativity where it belongs in the hands of the working, thinking
writer. (1981, p. 386)

While this conclusion is inspiring, the references to invention and creativity seem to refer to something other than an act of writingif writing is,
finally, words on a page. Flower and Hayes locate the act of writing solely
within the mind of the writer. The act of writing, here, has a personal, cognitive history but not a history as a text, as a text that is made possible by prior
texts. When located in the perspective afforded by prior texts, writing is seen
to exist separate from the writer and his intentions; it is seen in the context of
other articles in Seventeen, of all articles written for or about women, of all
articles written about English teaching, and so on. Reading research has
make it possible to say that these prior texts, or a reader's experience with
these prior texts, have bearing on how the text is read. Intentions, then, are
part of the history of the language itself. I am arguing that these prior texts
determine not only how a text like the Seventeen article will be read but also

how it will be written. Flower and Hayes show us what happens in the
writer's mind but not what happens to the writer as his motives are located
within our language, a language with its own requirements and agendas, a
language that limits what we might say and that makes us write and sound,
finally, also like someone else. If you think of other accounts of the composing processand I'm thinking of accounts as diverse as Richard Rodriguez's
Hunger of Memory (1983) and Edward Said's Beginnings (1975) you get a
very different account of what happens when private motive enters into public discourse, when a personal history becomes a public account. These accounts place the writer in a history that is not of the writer's own invention;
and they are chronicles of loss, violence, and compromise.
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It is one thing to see the Seventeen writer making and revising his plans
for a topic, a persona, and an audience; it is another thing to talk about discovery, invention, and creativity. Whatever plans the writer had must finally
have been located in language and, it is possible to argue, in a language that
is persistently conventional and formulaic. We do not, after all, get to see the
Seventeen article. We see only the elaborate mental procedures that accompanied the writing of the essay. We see a writer's plans for a persona; we
don't see that persona in action. If writing is a process, it is also a product;
and it is the product, and not the plan for writing, that locates a writer on the
page, that locates him in a text and a style and the codes or conventions that
make both of them readable.
Contemporary rhetorical theory has been concerned with the "codes"
that constitute discourse (or specialized forms of discourse). These codes determine not only what might be said but also who might be speaking or reading. Barthes (1974), for example, has argued that the moment of writing,
where private goals and plans become subject to a public language, is the

moment when the writer becomes subject to a language he can neither
command nor control. A text, he says, in being written passes through the
codes that govern writing and becomes "de-originated," becomes a fragment
of something that has always been already read, seen, done, experienced"
(p. 21). Alongside a text we have always the presence of "off -stage voices,"

the oversound of all that has been said (e.g., about girls, about English).
These voices, the presence of the "already written," stand in defiance of a
writer's desire for originality and determine what might be said. A writer
does not write (and this is Barthes's famous paradox) but is, himself, written
by the languages available to him.
It is possible to see the writer of the Seventeen article solving his problem
of where to begin by appropriating an available discourse. Perhaps what enabled that writer to write was the moment he located himself as a writer in a
familiar field of stereotypes: Readers of Seventeen are teenage girls; teenage
girls think of English (and English teachers) as "tidy" and "prim," and, "By

God, I can change that notion for them." The moment of eureka was not
simply a moment of breaking through a cognitive jumble in that individual
writer's mind but a moment of breaking into a familiar and established terri-

toryone with insiders and outsiders; one with set phrases, examples, and
conclusions.
I'm not offering a criticism of the morals or manners of the teacher who
wrote the Seventeen article. I think that all writers, in order to write, must

imagine for themselves the privilege of being "insiders" that is, the privilege both of being inside an established and powerful discourse and of being

granted a special right to speak. But I think that right to speak is seldom
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conferred on us on any of us, teachers or studentsby virtue of the fact
that we have invented or discovered an original idea. Leading students to
believe that they are responsible for something new or original, unless they
understand what those words mean with regard to writing, is a dangerous
and counterproductive practice. We do have the right to expect students to
be active and engaged, but that is a matter of continually and stylistically
working against the inevitable presence of conventional language; it is not a
matter of inventing a language that is new.
When a student is writing for a teacher, writing becomes more problematic than it was for the Seventeen writer (who was writing a version of the
"Describe baseball to an Eskimo" exercise). The student, in effect, has to assume privilege without having any. And since students assume privilege by
locating themselves within the discourse of a particular communitywithin
a set of specifically acceptable gestures and commonplaceslearning, at
least as it is defined in the liberal arts curriculum, becomes more a matter of
imitation or parody than a matter of invention and discovery.
To argue that writing problems are also social and political problems is
not to break faith with the enterprise of cognitive science. In a recent paper
reviewing the tremendous range of research directed at identifying general
cognitive skills, David Perkins (in press) has argued that "the higher the
level of competence concerned," as in the case of adult learning, "the fewer
general cognitive control strategies there are." There comes a point, that is,
where "field-specific" or "domain-specific" schemata (what I have called
"interpretive strategies") become more important than general problemsolving processes. Thinking, learning, writingall these become bound to
the context of a particular discourse. And Perkins concludes:
Instruction in cognitive control strategies tends to be organized around
problem-solving tasks. However, the isolated problem is a creature largely
of the classroom. The nonstudent, whether operating in scholarly or more
everyday contexts, is likely to find himself or herself involved in what might
be called "projects" which might be anything from writing a novel to designing a shoe to starting a business.

It is interesting to note that Perkins defines the classroom as the place of
artificial tasks and, as a consequence, has to place scholarly projects outside
the classroom, where they are carried out by the "nonstudent." It is true, I
think, that education has failed to involve students in scholarly projects, projects that allow students to act as though they were colleagues in an acade-

mic enterprise. Much of the written work that students do is test-taking,
report or summarywork that places them outside the official discourse of
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the academic community, where they are expected to admire and report on
what we do, rather than inside that discourse, where they can do its work

and participate in a common enterprise.4 This, however, is a failure of
teachers and curriculum designers, who speak of writing as a mode of learning but all too often represent writing as a "tool" to be used by an (hopefully)
educated mind.

It could be said, then, that there is a bastard discourse peculiar to the
writing most often required of students. Carl Bereiter and Marlene Scardamalia (in press) have written about this discourse (they call it "knowledge-

telling"; students who are good at it have learned to cope with academic
tasks by developing. a "knowledge-telling strategy"), and they have argued
that insistence on knowledge-telling discourse undermines educational efforts to extend the variety of discourse schemata available to students.5 What
they actually say is this:
When we think of knowledge stored in memory we tend these days to
think of it as situated in three-dimensional space, with vertical and horizontal connections between sites. Learning is thought to add not only new
elements to memory but also new connections, and it is the richness and
structure of these connections that would seem . . to spell the difference
.

between inert and usable knowledge. On this account, the knowledgetelling strategy is educationally faulty because it specifically avoids the
forming of connections between previously separated knowledge sites.

It should be clear by now that when I think of "knowledge" I think of it as situated in the discourse that constitutes "knowledge" in a particular discourse
community, rather than as situated in mental "knowledge sites." One can remember a discourse, just as one can remember an essay or the movement of
a professor's lecture; but this discourse, in effect, also has a memory of its
own, its own rich network of structures and connections beyond the deliberate control of any individual imagination.
There is, to be sure, an important distinction to be made between learning history, say, and learning to write as an historian. A student can learn to
command and reproduce a set of names, dates, places, and canonical inter-

pretations (to "tell" somebody else's knowledge); but this is not the same
thing as learning to "think" (by learning to write) as an historian. The former
requires efforts of memory; the latter requires a student to compose a text out
of the texts that represent the primary materials of history and in accordance
with the texts that define history as an act of report and interpretation.
Let me draw On an example from my own teaching. I don't expect my
students to be literary critics when they write about Bleak House. If a literary
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critic is a person who wins publication in a professional journal (or if he or
she is one who could), the students aren't critics. I do, however, expect my
students to be, themselves, invented as literary critics by approximating the
language of a literary critic writing about Bleak House. My students, then,
don't invent the language of literary criticism (they don't, that is, act on their
own) but they are, themselves, invented by it. Their papers don't begin with
a moment of insight, a "by God" moment that is outside of language. They
begin with a moment of appropriation, a moment when they can offer up a

sentence that is not theirs as though it were their own. (I can remember
when, as a graduate student, I would begin papers by sitting down to write

literally in the voicewith the syntax and the key words of the strongest
teacher I had met.)
What I am saying about my students' essays is that they are approximate,
not that they are wrong or invalid. They are evidence of a discourse that lies
between what I might call the students' primary discourse (what the students
might write about Bleak House were they not in my class or in any class, and
were they not imagining that they were in my class or in any class if you
can imagine any student doing any such thing) and standard, official literary
criticism (which is imaginable but impossible to find). The students' essays
are evidence of a discourse that lies between these two hypothetical poles.
The writing is limited as much by a student's ability to imagine "what might
be said" as it is by cognitive control strategies.6 The act of writing takes the
student away from where he is and what he knows and allows him to imagine something else. The approximate discourse, therefore, is evidence of a

change, a change that, because we are teachers, we call "development."
What our beginning students need to learn is to extend themselves, by successive approximations, into the commonplaces, set phrases, rituals and
gestures, habits of mind, tricks of persuasion, obligatory conclusions and
necessary connections that determine the "what might be said" and constitute knowledge within the various branches of our academic community.?
Pat Bizzell is, I think, one of the most important scholars writing now on
"basic writers" (and this is the common name we use for students who are
refused unrestrained access to the academic community) and on the special
characteristics of academic discourse. In a recent essay, "Cognition, Convention, and Certainty: What We Need to Know about ,Writing" (1982a),
she looks at two schools of composition research and the way they represent
the problems that writing poses for writers.8 For one group, the "innerdirected theorists," the problems are internal, cognitive, rooted in the way
the mind represents knowledge to itself. These researchers are concerned
with discovering the "universal, fundamental structures of thought and language" and with developing pedagogies to teach or facilitate both basic, gen600
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eral cognitive skills and specific cognitive strategies, or heuristics, directed to

serve more specialized needs. Of the second group, the "outer-directed
theorists," she says that they are "more interested in the social processes
whereby language-learning and thinking capacities are shaped and. used in
particular communities."
The staple activity of outer-directed writing instruction will be analysis of
the conventions of particular discourse communities. For example, a main
focus of writing-across-the-curriculum programs is to demystify the conventions of the academic discourse community. (1982a, p. 218)

The essay offers a detailed analysis of the way the two theoretical camps can
best serve the general enterprise of composition research and composition.
teaching. Its agenda, however, seems to be to counter the influence of the
cognitivists and to provide bibliography and encouragement to those interested in the social dimension of language learning.
As far as basic writers are concerned, Bizzell argues that the cognitivists'
failure to acknowledge the primary, shaping role of convention in the act of

composing makes them "particularly insensitive to the problems of poor
writers." She argues that some of those problems, like the problem of establishing and monitoring overall goals for a piece of writing, can be
better understood in terms of the unfamiliarity with the academic discourse community, combined, perhaps, with such limited experience outside their native discourse communities that they are unaware that there is
such a thing as a discourse community with conventions to be mastered.
What is underdeveloped is their knowledge both of the ways experience is
constituted and interpreted in the academic discourse community and of
the fact that all discourse communities constitute and interpret experience.
(1982a, p. 230)

One response to the problems of basic writers, then, would be to determine
just what the community's conventions are, so that those conventions could
be written out, "demystified" and taught in our classrooms. Teachers, as a

result, could be more precise and helpful when they ask students to
"think," "argue," "describe," or "define." Another response would be to examine the essays written by basic writers their approximations of acade-

mic discourseto determine more clearly where the problems lie. If we
look at their writing, and if we look at it in the context of other student writing, we can better see the points of discord that arise when students try to
write their way into the university.
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The purpose of the remainder of this chapter will be to examine some of
the most striking and characteristic of these problems as they are presented in
the expository essays of first-year college students. I will be concerned, then,
with university discourse in its most generalized form as it is represented by

introductory coursesand not with the special conventions required by advanced work in the various disciplines. And I will be concerned with the diffi-

cult, and often violent accommodations that occur when students locate
themselves in a discourse that is not "naturally" or immediately theirs.

III

I have reviewed 500 essays written, as the "Clay Model" essay was, in response to a question used during one of our placement exams at the University of Pittsburgh: "Describe a time when you did something you felt to be
creative. Then, on the basis of the incident you have described, go on to
draw some general conclusions about "creativity." Some of the essays were
written by basic writers (or, more properly, those essays led readers to identify the writers as basic writers); some were written by students who "passed"
(who were granted immediate access to the community of writers at the university). As I read these essays, I was looking to determine the stylistic re-

sources that enabled writers to locate themselves within an "academic"
discourse. My bias as a reader should be clear by now. I was not looking to
see how a writer might represent the skills demanded by a neutral language
(a language whose key features were paragraphs, topic sentences, transitions,
and the likefeatures of a clear and orderly mind). I was looking to see what
happened when a writer entered into a language to locate himself (a textual
self) and his subject; and I was looking to see how, once entered, that language made or unmade the writer.
Here is one essay. Its writer was classified as a basic writer and, since the
essay is relatively free of sentence level errors, that decision must have been
rooted in some perceived failure of the discourse itself.
I am very interested in music, and I try to be creative in my interpretation
of music. While in highschool, I was a member of a jazz ensemble. The
members of the ensemble were given chances to improvise and be creative
in various songs. I feel that this was a great experience for me, as well as the
other members. I was proud to know that I could use my imagination and
feelings to create music other than what was written.
Creativity to me, means being free to express yourself in a way that is

unique to you, not having to conform to certain rules and guidelines.
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Music is only one of the many areas in which people are given opportunities to show their creativity. Sculpting, carving, building, art, and acting are
just a few more areas where people can show their creativity.
Through my music I conveyed feelings and thoughts which were important to me. Music was my means of showing creativity. In whatever
form creativity takes, whether it be music, art, or science, it is an important
aspect of our lives because it enables us.to be individuals.

Notice the key gesture in this essay, one that appears in all but a few of the
essays I read. The student defines as his own that which is a commonplace.
"Creativity, to me, means being free to express yourself in a way that is
unique to you, not having to conform to certain rules and guidelines." This
act of appropriation constitutes his authority; it constitutes his authority as a
writer and not just as a musician (that is, as someone with a story to tell).
There were many essays in the set that told only a storywhere the writer
established his presence as a musician or a skier or someone who painted
designs on a van, but not as a person at a remove from that experience interpreting it, treating it as a metaphor for something else (creativity). Unless
those stories were long, detailed, and very well toldunless the writer was
doing more than saying, "I am a skier" or a musician or a van-painterthose
writers were all given low ratings.
Notice also that the writer of the "Jazz" paper locates himself and his ex-

perience in relation to the commonplace (creativity is unique expression; it
is not having to conform to rules or guidelines) regardless of whether the
commonplace is true or not. Anyone who improvises "knows" that improvisation follows rules and guidelines. It is the power of the commonplace its

truth as a recognizable and, the writer believes, as a final statementthat
justifies the example and completes the essay. The example, in other words,
has value because it stands within the field of the commonplace.9 It is not

the occasion for what one might call an "objective" analysis or a "close"
reading. It could also be said that the essay stops with the articulation of the
commonplace. The following sections speak only to the power of that statement. The reference to "sculpting, carving, building, art, and acting" attest
to the universality of the commonplace (and it attests the writer's nervousness with the status he has appropriated for himselfhe is saying, "Now, I'm

not the only one here who has done something unique"). The commonplace stands by itself. For this writer, it does not need to he elaborated. By
virtue of having written it, he has completed the essay and established the
contract by which we may be spoken to as equals: "In whatever form creativity takes, whether it he music, art, or science, it is an important aspect of our
lives because it enables us to be individuals." (For me to break that contract,
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to argue that my life is not represented in that essay, is one way for me to
begin as a teacher with that student in that essay.)
All of the papers I read were built around one of three commonplaces:
(1) creativity is self-expression, (2) creativity is doing something new or
unique, and (3) creativity is using old things in new ways. These are clearly,
then, key phrases from the storehouse of things to say about creativity. I've
listed them in the order of the students' ratings: A student with the highest
rating was more likely to use number three than number one, although each
commonplace ran across the range of possible ratings. One could argue that
some standard assertions are more powerful than others, but I think the
ranking simply represents the power of assertions within our community of
readers. Every student was able to offer up an experience that was meant as
an example of "creativity"; the lowest range of writers, then, was not represented by students who could not imagine themselves as creative people. io
I said that the writer of the "Jazz" paper offered up a commonplace regardless of whether it was true or not; and this, I said, was an instance of the
power of a commonplace to determine the meaning of an example. A commonplace determines a system of interpretation that can be used to "place"
an example within a standard system of belief. You can see a similar process
at work in this essay.
During the football season, the team was supposed to wear the same type
of cleats and the same type socks, I figured that I would change this a little
by wearing my white shoes instead of black and to cover up the team socks
with a pair of my own white ones. I thought that this looked better than
what we were wearing, and I told a few of the other people on the team to
change too. They agreed that it did look better and they changed there
combination to go along with mine. After the game people came up to us
and said that it looked very good the way we wore our socks, and they
wanted to know why we changed from the rest of the team.
I feel that creativity conies from when a person lets his imagination
come up with ideas and he is not afraid to express them. Once you create
something to do it will be original and unique because it came about from
your own imagination and if any one else tries to copy it, it won't be the
same because you thought of it first from your own ideas.

This is not an elegant paper, but it seems seamless, tidy. If the paper on
the clay model of the earth showed an ill fit between the writer and his project, here the discourse seems natural, smooth. You could reproduce this
paper and hand it out to a class, and it would take a lot of prompting before
the students sensed something fishy and one of the more aggressive ones
said something like, "Sure he came up with the idea of wearing white shoes
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and white socks. Him and Billy White-Shoes' Johnson. Come on. He
copied the very thing he said was his own idea, 'original and unique.' "

The "I" of this textthe "I" who "figured," "thought," and "felt " is located in a conventional rhetoric of the self that turns imagination into origi-

nation (I made it), that argues an ethic of production (I made it and it is
mine), and that argues a tight scheme of intention (I made it because I decided to make it). The rhetoric seems invisible because it is so common.
This "I" (the maker) is also located in a version of history that dominates
classrooms, the "great man" theory: History is rolling along (the English
novel is dominated by a central, intrusive narrative presence; America is in
the throes of a Great Depression; during football season the team was supposed to wear the same kind of cleats and socks) until a figure appears, one
who can shape history (Henry James, FDR, the writer of the "White Shoes"
paper), and everything is changed. In the argument of the "White Shoes"
paper, the history goes "I figured . . . I thought . I told . . They agreed . ."
and, as a consequence, "I feel that creativity comes from when a person lets
his imagination come up with ideas and he is not afraid to express them."
The act of appropriation becomes a narrative of courage and conquest. The
writer was able to write that story when he was able to imagine himself in
that discourse. Getting him out of it will be a difficult matter indeed.
There are ways, I think, that a writer can shape history in the very act of
writing it. Some students are able to enter into a discourse but, by stylistic
maneuvers, to take possession of it at the same time. They don't originate. a
discourse, but they locate themselves within it aggressively, self-consciously.
Here is another essay on jazz, which for sake of convenience I've shortened.
It received a higher rating than the first essay on jazz.
.

.

.

.

Jazz has always been thought of as a very original creative field in music.
Improvisation, the spontaneous creation of original melodies in a piece of
music, makes up a large part of jazz as a musical style. I had the opportunity to be a member of my high school's. jazz ensemble for three years, and
became an improvisation soloist this year. Throughout the years, I have
seen and heard many jazz players, both professional and amateur. The
solos performed by these artists were each flavored with that particular individual's style and ideas, along with some of the conventional premises behind improvisation. This particular type of solo work is creative because it
is, done on the spur of the moment and blends the performer's ideas with
basic guidelines.
I realized my own creative potential when I began soloing....
My solos, just as all the solos generated by others, were original because I combined and shaped other's ideas with mine to create something

completely new. Creativity is combining the practical knowledge and
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guidelines of a discipline with one's original ideas to bring about a new,
original end result, one that is different from everyone else's. Creativity is
based on the individual. Two artists can interpret the same scene differently. Each person who creates something does so by bringing out something individual in himself.

The essay is different in some important ways from the first essay on
jazz. The writer of the second is more easily able to place himself in the
context of an "academic" discussion. The second essay contains an "I" who
realized his "creative potential" by soloing; the first contained an "I" who
had "a great experience." In the second essay, before the phrase, "I had the
opportunity to be a member of my high school's jazz ensemble," there is an
introduction that offers a general definition of improvisation and an acknowledgment that other people have thought about jazz and creativity. In
fact, throughout the essay the writer offers definitions and counterdefinitions. He is placing himself in the context of what has been said and what
might be said. In the first paper, before a similar statement about being a
member of a jazz ensemble, there was an introduction that locates jazz
solely in the context of this individual's experience: "I and very interested in
music." The writer of this first paper was authorized by who he is, a musician, rather than by what he can say about music in the context of what is
generally said. The writer of the second essay uses a more specialized vocabulary; he talks about "conventional premises," "creative potential," "musical
style," and "practical knowledge." And this is not just a matter of using bigger words, since these terms locate the experience in the context of a recog-

nizable interpretive schemeon the one hand there is tradition and, on the
other, individual talent.
It could be said, then, that this essay is also framed and completed by
a commonplace: "Creativity is combining the practical knowledge and
guidelines of a discipline with one's original ideas to bring about a new,
original end result, one that is different from everyone else's." Here, however, the argument is a more powerful one; and I mean "powerful" in the
political sense, since it is an argument that complicates a "naive" assumption (it makes scholarly work possible, in other words), and it does so in
terms that come close to those used in current academic debates (over the
relation between convention and idiosyncrasy or between rules and creativity). The assertion is almost consumed by the pleas for originality at the end
of the sentence; but the point remains that the terms "original" and "differ-

ent," as they are used at the end of the essay, are problematic, since they
must be thought of in the context of "practical knowledge and guidelines of
a discipline."
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The key distinguishing gesture of this essay, that which makes it "better" than the other, is the way the writer works against a conventional point
of view, one that is represented within the essay by conventional phrases
that the writer must then work against. In his practice he demonstrates that
a writer, and not just a musician, works within "conventional premises."
The "I" who comments in this paper (not the "I" of the narrative about a
time when he soloed) places himself self-consciously within the context of

a conventional discourse about the subject, even as he struggles against
the language of that conventional discourse. The opening definition of improvisation, where improvisation is defined as spontaneous creation, is rejected when the writer begins talking about "the conventional premises
behind improvisation." The earlier definition is part of the conventional
language of those who "have always thought" of jazz as a "very original
creative field in music." The paper begins with what "has been said" and
then works itself out against the force and logic of what has been said, of
what is not only an argument but also a collection of phrases, examples,
and definitions.
I had a teacher who once told us that whenever we were stuck for something to say, we should use the following as a "machine" for producing a
paper: "While most readers of
have said
, a close and careful
." The writer of the second paper on jazz is using
reading shows that
a standard opening 'gambit, even if it is not announced with flourish. The
essay becomes possible when he sets himself against what must become a
"naive" assumptionwhat "most people think." He has defined a closed circle for himself. In fact, you could say that he has laid the ground work for a
discipline with its own key terms ("practical knowledge," "disciplinary
guidelines," and "original ideas"), with its own agenda and with its own investigative procedures (looking for common features in the work of individual soloists).

The history represented by this student's essay, then, is not the history of
a musician and it is not the history of a thought being worked out within an
individual mind; it is the history of work being done within and against conventional systems.
In general, as I reviewed essays for this study, I found that the more successful writers set themselves in their essays against what they defined as

some more naive way of talking about their subjectagainst "those who
." or against earlier, more naive versions of themselves
think that
.

.

I thought that. . . ." By trading in one set of commonplaces at the expense of another, they could win themselves status as members of what is
taken to be some more privileged group. The ability to imagine privilege

enabled .writing. Here is one particularly successful essay. Notice the
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specialized vocabulary, but notice also the way in which the text continually refers to its own language and to the language of others.
Throughout my life, I have been interested and intrigued by music. My
mother has often told me of the times, before I went to school, when I
would "conduct" the orchestra on her records. I continued to listen to
music and eventually started to play the guitar and the clarinet Finally, at
about the age of twelve, I started to sit down and to try to write songs. Even

though my instrumental skills were far from my own high standards, I
would spend much of my spare time during the day with a guitar around
my neck, trying to produce a piece of music.
Each of these sessions, as I remember them, had a rather set format. I
would sit in my bedroom, strumming different combinations of the five or
six chords I could play, until I heard a series of which sounded particularly
good to me. After this, I set the music to a suitable rhythm, (usually dependent on my mood at the time), and ran through the tune until I could play
it fairly easily. Only after this section was complete did I go on to writing

lyrics, which generally followed along the lines of the current popular
songs on the radio.
At the time of the writing, I felt that my songs were, in themselves, an
original creation of my own; that is, I, alone, made them. However, I now
see that, in this sense of the word, I was not creative. The songs themselves
seem to be an oversimplified form of the music I listened. to at the time.
In a more fitting sense, however, I was being creative. Since I did not
purposely copy my favorite songs, I was, effectively, originating my songs
from my own "process of creativity." To achieve my goal, I needed what a

composer would call "inspiration" for my piece. In this case the inspiration was the current hit on the radio. Perhaps, with my present point of
view, I feel that I used too much "inspiration" in my songs, but, at that
time, I did not.
Creativity, therefore, is a process which, in my case, involved a certain series of "small creations" if you like. As well, it is something, the appreciation of which varies with one's point of view, that point of view
being set by the person's experience, tastes, and his own personal view of
creativity. The less experienced tend to allow for less originality, while the
more experienced demand real originality to classify something a "creation." Either way, a term as abstract as this is perfectly correct, and open
to interpretation.

This writer is consistently and dramatically conscious of herself forming
something to say out of what has been said and out of what she has been saying in the act of writing this paper. "Creativity" begins in this paper as "original creation." What she thought was "creativity," however, she now says was
imitation; and, as she says, "in a sense of the word' she was not "creative." In
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another sense, however, she says that she was creative, since she didn't purposefully copy the songs but used them as "inspiration."
While the elaborate stylistic displaythe pauses, qualifications, and the
use of quotation marks is in part a performance for our benefit, at a more
obvious level we as readers are directly addressed in the first sentence of the
last paragraph: "Creativity, therefore, is a process which, in my case, involved a certain series of 'small creations' if you like." We are addressed here
as adults who can share her perspective on what She has said and who can be
expected to understand her terms. If she gets into trouble after this sentence,
and I think she does, it is because she doesn't have the courage to generalize
from her assertion. Since she has rhetorically separated herself from her
younger "self," and since she argues that she has gotten smarter, she assumes

that there is some developmental sequence at work here and that, in the
world of adults (which must be more complete than the world of children)
there must be something like "real creativity." If her world is imperfect (if
she can only talk about creation by putting the word in quotation marks), it
must be because she is young. When she looks beyond herself to us, she cannot see our work as an extension of her project. She cannot assume that we
too will be concerned with the problem of creativity and originality. At least
she is not willing to challenge us on those grounds, to generalize her argument, and to argue that even for adults creations are really only "small cre-

ations." The sense of privilege that has allowed her to expose her own
language cannot be extended to expose ours.

The writing in this piecethat is, the work of the writer within the
essaygoes on in spite of, or against, the language that keeps pressing to
give another name to her experience as a songwriter and to bring the discus-

sion to closure. (In comparison, think of the quick closure of the "White
Shoes" paper.) Its style is difficult, highly qualified. It relies on quotation
marks and parody to set off the language and attitudes that belong to the discourse (or the discourses) that it would reject, that it would not take as its
own proper location.
David Olson (1981) has argued that the key difference between oral language and written language is that written language separates both the producer and the receiver from the text. For my student writers, this means that

they had to learn that what they said (the code) was more important than
what they meant (the intention). A writer, in other words, loses his primacy
at the moment of writing and must begin to attend to his and his words' conventional, even physical presence on the page. And, Olson says, the writer
must learn that his authority is not established through his presence but

through his absencethrough his ability, that is, to speak as a god-like
source beyond the limitations of any particular social or historical moment;
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to speak by means of the wisdom of convention, through the oversounds of
official or authoritative utterance, as the voice of logic or the voice of the
community. He concludes:
The child's growing competence with this distinctive register of language
in which both the meaning and the authority are displaced from the intentions of the speaker and lodged "in the text" may contribute to the similarly
specialized and distinctive mode of thought we have come to associate
with literacy and formal education. (1918, p. 110)

Olson is writing about children. His generalizations, I think I've shown,
can be extended to students writing their way into the academic community.
These are educated and literate individuals, to be sure, but they are individuals still outside the peculiar boundaries of the academic community. In the
papers I've examined in this chapter, the writers have shown an increasing
awareness of the codes (or the competing codes) that operate within a dis-

course. To speak with authority they have to speak not only in another's
voice but through another's code; and they not only have to do this, they
have to speak in the voice and through the codes of those of us with power
and wisdom; and they not only have to do this, they have to do it before they
know what they are doing, before they have a project to participate in, and
before, at least in terms of our disciplines, they have anything to say. Our students may be able to enter into a conventional discourse and speak, not as
themselves, but through the voice of the community; the university, however, is the place where "common" wisdom is only of negative valuesit is
something to work against. The movement toward a more specialized discourse begins (or, perhaps, best begins) both when a student can define a
position of privilege, a position that sets him against a "common" discourse,
and when he or she can work self-consciously, critically, against not only the
"common" code but his or her own.

IV
Pat Bizzell, you will recall, argues that the problems of poor writers can be
attributed both to their unfamiliarity with the conventions of academic discourse and to their ignorance that there are such things as discourse communities with conventions to be mastered. If the latter is true, I think it is
true only in rare cases. All the student writers I've discussed (and, in fact,
most of the student writers whose work I've seen) have shown an awareness
that something special or something different is required when one writes
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for an academic classroom. The essays that I have presented in this chapter
all, I think, give evidence of writers trying to write their way into a new community. To some degree, however, all of them can be said to be unfamiliar
with the conventions of academic discourse.
Problems of convention are both problems of finish and problems of
substance. The most substantial academic tasks for students, learning history or sociology or literary criticism, are matters of many courses, much
reading and writing, and several years of education. Our students, however,
must have a place to begin. They cannot sit through lectures and read textbooks and, as a consequence, write as sociologists or write literary criticism.
There must be steps along the way. Some of these steps will be marked by
drafts and revisions. Some will be marked by courses, and in an ideal curriculum the preliminary courses would be writing courses, whether housed
in an English department or not. For some students, students we call "basic
writers," these courses will be in a sense the most basic introduction to the
language and methods of academic writing.
Our students, as I've said, must have a place to begin. If the problem of a
beginning is the problem of establishing authority, of defining rhetorically
or stylistically a position from which one may speak, then the papers I have
examined show characteristic student responses to that problem and show
levels of approximation or stages in the development of writers who are writing their way into a position of privilege.
As I look over the papers I've discussed, I would arrange them in the fol-

lowing order: the "White Shoes" paper; the first "Jazz" essay; the "Clay
Model" paper; the second "Jazz" essay; and, as the most successful paper,
the essay on "Composing Songs." The more advanced essays for me, then,
are those that are set against the "naive" codes of "everyday" life. (I put the

terms "naive" and "everyday" in quotation marks because they are, of
course, arbitrary terms.) In the advanced essays one can see a writer claiming an "inside" position of privilege by rejecting the language and commonplaces of a "naive" discourse, the language of "outsiders." The "I" of those
essays locates itself against the specialized language of what is presumed to
be a more powerful and more privileged community. There are two gestures present then one imitative and one critical. The writer continually
audits and pushes against a language that. would render him "like everyone
else" and mimics the language and interpretive systems of the privileged
community.
At a first level, then, a student might establish his authority by simply
stating his own presence within the field of a subject. A student, for example, writes about creativity by telling a story about a time he went skiing.
Nothing more. The "I" on the page is a skier, and skiing stands as a repre61
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sentation of a creative act. Neither the skier nor skiing are available for interpretation; they cannot be located in an essay that is not a narrative essay

(where skiing might serve metaphorically as an example of, say, a sport
where set movements also allow for a personal style). Or a student, as did the

one who wrote the "White Shoes" paper, locates a narrative in an unconnected rehearsal of commonplaces about creativity. In both cases, the writers have finessed the requirement to set themselves against the available
utterances of the world outside the closed world of the academy. And, again,
in the first "Jazz" paper, we have the example of a writer who locates himself
within an available commonplace and carries out only rudimentary procedures for elaboration, procedures driven by the commonplace itself and not
set against it. Elaboration, in this latter case, is not the opening up of a. system but a justification of it.
At a next level I would place student writers who establish their authority by mimicking the rhythm and texture, the "sound," of academic prose,

without there being any recognizable interpretive or academic project
under way. I'm thinking, here, of the "Clay Model" essay. At an advanced
stage, I would place students who establish their authority as writers; they
claim their authority, not by simply claiming that they are skiers or that they
have done something creative, but by placing themselves both within and
against a discourse, or within and against competing discourses, and working self-consciously to claim an interpretive project of their own, one that
grants them their privilege to speak. This is true, I think, in the case of the
second "Jazz" paper and, to a greater degree, in the case of the "Composing
Songs" paper.
The levels of development that I've suggested are not marked by corresponding levels in the type or frequency of error, at least not by the type or
frequency of sentence-level error. I am arguing, then, that a basic writer is
not necessarily a writer who makes a lot of mistakes. In fact, one of the problems with curricula designed to aid basic writers is that they too often begin
with the assumption that the key distinguishing feature of a basic writer is
the presence of sentence-level error. Students are placed in courses because
their placement essays show a high frequency of such errors, and those
courses are designed with the goal of making those errors go away. This approach to the problems of the basic writer ignores the degree to which error
is less often a constant feature than a marker in the development of a writer.
A student who can write a reasonably correct narrative may fall to pieces
when faced with a more unfamiliar assignment. More important, however,
such courses fail to serve the rest of the curriculum. On every campus there
is a significant number of college freshmen who require a course to introduce them to the kinds of writing that are required for a university educa-
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tion. Some of these students can write correct sentences and some cannot;
but, as a group, they lack the facility other freshmen possess when they are
faced with an academic writing task.
The "White Shoes" essay, for example, shows fewer sentence-level errors than the "Clay Model" paper. This may well be due to the fact that the
writer of the "White Shoes" paper stayed well within safe, familiar territory.
He kept himself out of trouble by doing what he could easily do. The tortuous syntax of the more advanced papers on my list is a syntax that represents
a writer's struggle with a difficult and unfamiliar language, and it is a syntax
that can quickly lead an inexperienced writer into trouble. The syntax and
punctuation of the "Composing Songs" essay, for example, shows the effort
that is required when a writer works against the pressure of conventional discourse. If the prose is inelegant (although I confess I admire those dense
sentences) it is still correct. This writer has a command of the linguistic and
stylistic resourcesthe highly embedded sentences, the use of parentheses
and quotation marksrequired to complete the act of writing. It is easy to
imagine the possible pitfalls for a writer working without this facility.
There was no camera trained on the "Clay Model" writer while he was
writing, and I have no protocol of what was going through his mind, but it is
possible to speculate on the syntactic difficulties of sentences like these: "In

the past time I thought that an incident was creative was when I had to
make a clay model of the earth, but not of the classical or your everyday
model of the earth which consists of the two cores, the mantle and the crust.
I thought of these things in a dimension of which it would be unique, but
easy to comprehend." The syntactic difficulties appear to be the result Of

the writer's attempt to use an unusual vocabulary and to extend his sentences beyond the boundaries of what would have been "normal" in his
speech or writing. There is reason to believe, that is, that the problem was
with this kind of sentence, in this context. If the problem of the last sen-

tence is that of holding together the units "I thought," "dimension,"
"unique" and "easy to comprehend," then the linguistic problem was not a
simple matter of sentence construction. I am arguing, then, that such sentences fall apart not because the writer lacked the necessary syntax to glue
the pieces together but because he lacked the full statement within which
these key words were already operating. While writing, and in the thrust of
his need to complete the sentence, he had the key words but not the utterance. (And to recover the utterance, I suspect, he would need to do more
than revise the sentence.) The invisible conventions, the prepared phrases
remained too distant for the statement to be completed. The writer would
have needed to get inside of a discourse that he could in fact only partially
imagine. The act of constructing a sentence, then, became something like
613
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an act of transcription in which the voice on the tape unexpectedly faded
away and became inaudible.
Shaughnessy (1977) speaks of the advanced writer as one who often has
a more facile but still incomplete possession of this prior discourse. In the
case of the advanced writer, the evidence of a problem is the presence of dissonant, redundant, or imprecise language, as in a sentence such as this: "No
education can be total, it must be continuous."
Such a student, Shaughnessy says, could be said to hear the "melody of
formal English" while still unable to make precise or exact distinctions.
And, she says,
the pre-packaging feature of language, the possibility of taking over phrases

and whole sentences without much thought about them, threatens the
writer now as before. The writer, as we have said, inherits the language out
of which he must fabricate his own messages. He is therefore in a constant

tangle with the language, obliged to recognize its public, communal nature and yet driven to invent out of this language his own statements.
(1977, pp. 207-208)

For the unskilled writer, the problem is different in degree and not in kind.
The inexperienced writer is left with a more fragmentary record of the comings and goings of academic discourse. Or, as I said above, he or she often
has the key words without the complete statements within which they are already operating.
Let me provide one final example of this kind of syntactic difficulty in
another piece of student writing. The writer of this paper seems to be able to
sustain a discussion only by continually repeating his first step, producing a
litany of strong, general, authoritative assertions that trail quickly into confusion. Notice how the writer seems to stabilize his movement through the
paper by returning again and again to recognizable and available commonplace utterances. When he has to move away from them, however, away
from the familiar to statements that would extend those utterances, where
he, too, must speak, the writingthat is, both the syntax and the structure of
the discoursefalls to pieces.
Many times the times drives a person's life depends on how he uses it. I
would like to think about if time is twenty-five hours a day rather than
twenty-four hours. Some people think it's the boaring or some people
might say it's the pleasure to take one more hour for their life. But I think
the time is passing and coming, still we are standing on same position. We
should use time as best as we can use about the good way in our life. Everything we do, such as sleep, eat, study, play and doing something for our-
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selves. These take the time to do and we could find the individual ability
and may process own. It is the important for us and our society. As time
going on the world changes therefor we are changing, too. When these situation changes we should follow the suitable case of own. But many times
we should decide what's the better way to do so by using time. Sometimes
like this kind of situation can cause the success of our lives or ruin. I think
every individual of his own thought drive how to use time. These affect are
done from environmental causes. So we should work on the better way of
our life recognizing the importance of time.

There is a general pattern of disintegration when the writer moves off
from standard phrases. This sentence, for example, starts out coherently
and then falls apart: "We should use time as hest as we can use about the
good way in our life." The difficulty seems to be one of extending those
standard phrases or of connecting them to the main subject reference,
"time" (or the time," a construction that causes many of the problems in
the paper). Here is an example of a sentence that shows, in miniature, this
problem of connection: "I think every individual of his own thought drive
how to use time.
One of the remarkable things about this paper is that, in spite of all the

syntactic confusion, there is the hint of an academic project here. The
writer sets out to discuss how to creatively use one's time. The text seems to
allude to examples and to stages in an argument, even if in the end it is all
pretty incoherent. The gestures of academic authority, however, are clearly

present, and present in a form that echoes the procedures in other, more
successful papers. The writer sets himself against what some people think";
he speaks with the air of authority: "But I think. . . Everything we do. . .
When these situation changes. . . ." And he speaks as though there were a
project underway, one where he proposes what he thinks, turns to evidence,
and offers a conclusion: "These affect are clone from environmental causes.
So we should work...." This is the case of a student with the ability to imagine the general outline and rhythm of academic prose but without the ability to carry it out, to complete the sentences. And when he gets lost in the
new, in the unknown, in the responsibility of his own commitment to speak,
he returns again to the familiar ground of the commonplace.
The challenge to researchers, it seems to me, is to turn their attention
again to products, to student writing, since the drama in a student's essay, as
he or she struggles with and against the languages of our contemporary life,
is as intense and telling as the drama of an essay's mental preparation or
physical production. A written text, too, can be a compelling model of the
"composing process" once we conceive of a writer as at work within a text
and simultaneously, then, within a society, a history, and a culture.
.
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It may very well be that some students will need to learn to crudely
mimic the "distinctive register" of academic discourse before they are prepared to actually and legitimately do the work of the discourse, and before
they are sophisticated enough with the refinements of tone and gesture to do
it with grace or elegance. To say this, however, is to say that our students
must be our students. Their initial progress will be marked by their abilities
to take on the role of privilege, by their abilities to establish authority. From
this point of view, the student who wrote about constructing the clay model
of the earth is better prepared for his education than the student who wrote
about playing football in white shoes, even though the "White Shoes" paper
is relatively error-free and the "Clay Model" paper is not. It will be hard to
pry loose the writer of the "White Shoes" paper from the tidy, pat discourse
that allows him to dispose of the question of creativity in such a quick and efficient manner. He will have to be convinced that it is better to Write sentences he might not so easily control, and he will have to be convinced that
it is better to write muddier and more confusing prose (in order that it may
sound like ours), and this will be harder than convincing the "Clay Model"
writer to continue what he has already begun.
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NOTES
1. David Olson (1981) has made a similar observation about school-related problems of

language learning in younger children. Here is his conclusion: "Hence, depending upon
whether children assumed language was primarily suitable for making assertions and conjectures or primarily for making direct or indirect commands, they will either find school texts
easy or difficult" (p. 107).
2. For Aristotle, there were both general and specific commonplaces. A speaker, says
Aristotle, has a "stock of arguments to which he may turn for a particular need."

If he knows the topoi (regions, places, lines of argument) and a skilled speaker
will know them he will know where to find what Ire wants for a special case.
The general topics, or commonplaces, are regions containing arguments that are
common to all branches of knowledge. . . . But there are also special topics (regions, places, loci) in which one looks for arguments appertaining to particular
branches of knowledge, special sciences, such as ethics or politics. (1932, pp.
154-155)
And, he says, "the topics or places, then, may be indifferently thought of as in the science that
is concerned, or in the mind of the speaker." But the question of location is "indifferent" only
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if the mind of the speaker is in line with set opinion, general assumption. For the speaker (or
writer) who is not situated so comfortably in the privileged public realm, this is indeed not an
indifferent matter at all. If he does not have the commonplace at hand, lie will not, in Aristotle's terms, know where to go at all.
3. Pat Bizzell has argued that the Seventeen writer's process of goal-setting
can be better understood if we see it in terms of writing for a discourse community. His initial problem . . is to find a way to include, these readers in a discourse community for which he is comfortable writing. He places them in the
academic discourse community by imagining the girls as students. . . . Once he
has included them in a familiar discourse community, he can find a way to address them that is common in the community: he will argue with them, putting
a new interpretation on information they possess in order to correct misconceptions. (1982a, p. 228)
.

4. See Bartholomae (1979, 1983) and Rose (1983) for articles on curricula designed to
move students into university discourse. The movement to extend writing "across the curriculum" is evidence of a general concern for locating students within the work of the university;
see Bizzell (1982a) and Maimon et al. (1981). For longer works directed specifically at basic
writing, see Ponsot and Deen (1982) and Shaughnessy (1977). For a book describing a course
for more advanced students, see Coles (1978).
5. In spite of my misgivings about Bereiter and Scardamalia's interpretation of the cognitive nature of the problem of "inert knowledge," this is an essay I regularly recommend to
teachers. It has much to say about the dangers of what seem to be "neutral" forms of classroom discourse and provides, in its final section, a set of recommendations on how a teacher
might undo discourse conventions that have become part of the institution of teaching.
6. Stanley Fish (1980) argues that the basis for distinguishing novice from expert readings is the persuasiveness of the discourse used to present and defend a given reading. In particular, see the chapter, "Demonstration vs. Persuasion: Two Models of Critical Activity" (pp.
356-373).

7. Some students, when they come to the university, can do this better than others.
When Jonathan Culler says, "the possibility of bringing someone to see that a particular interpretation is a good one assumes shared points of departure and common notions of how to
read," he is acknowledging that teaching, at least in English classes, has had to assume that
students, to be students, were already to some degree participating in the structures of reading
and writing that constitute English studies (quoted in Fish, 1980, p. 366).
Stanley Fish tells us "not to worry" that students will violate our enterprise by offering
idiosyncratic readings of standard texts:

The fear of solipsism, of the imposition by the unconstrained self of its own prejudices, is unfounded because the self does not exist apart from the communal

or conventional categories of thought that enable its operations (of thinking,
seeing, reading). Once we realize that the conceptions that fill consciousness,
including any conception of its own status, are culturally derived, the very notion of an unconstrained self, of a consciousness wholly and dangerously free,
becomes incomprehensible. (1980, p. 335)
He, too, is assuming that students, to be students (and not "dangerously free"), must be
members in good standing of the community whose immediate head is the English teacher.
It is interesting that his parenthetical catalogue of the "operations" of thought, "thinking, see-
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ing, reading," excludes writing, since it is only through written records that we have any real
indication of how a student thinks, sees, and reads. (Perhaps "real" is an inappropriate word to
use here, since there is certainly a "real" intellectual life that goes on, independent of writing.
Let me say that thinking, seeing, and reading are valued in the academic community only as
they are represented by extended, elaborated written records.) Writing, I presume, is a given
for Fish. It is the card of entry into this closed community that constrains and excludes dan-

gerous characters. Students who are excluded from this community are students who do
poorly on written placement exams or in freshman composition. They do not, that is, move
easily into the privileged discourse of the community, represented by the English literature
class.

8. My debt to Bizzell's work should be evident everywhere in this essay. See also Bizzell
(1978, 1982b) and Bizzell and Herzberg (1980).
9. Fish says the following about the relationship between student and an object under
study:

we are not to imagine a moment when my students "simply see" a physical configuration of atoms and then assign that configuration a significance, according
to the situation they happen to be in. To be in the situation (this or any other) is
to "see" with the eyes of its interests, its goals, its understood practices, values,
and norms, and so to be conferring significance by seeing, not after it. The categories of my students' vision are the categories by which they understand themselves to be functioning as students . . and objects will appear to them in forms
related to that way of functioning rather than in some objective or preinterpretive form. (1980, p. 334)
.

10. I am aware that the papers given the highest rankings offer arguments about creativity and originality similar to my own. If there is a conspiracy here, that is one of the points of
my chapter. 1 should add that my reading of the "content" of basic writers' essays is quite different from Lunsford's (1980).
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Considerations
for American Freireistas
VICTOR VILLANUEVA, JR.

REFLECTIONS
Mami whispered in one ear: "Learn English. Teach it to us. That's how you'll
get ahead."

Dad whispered in the other: "Be careful, Papi. They need to keep us
stupid."
Papi won the Merriam-Webster spelling-bee championship in 1964 but
was not accepted by the college-prep parochial school. He had learned. But he
was still slotted for a trade. He went to one of Bedford-Stuyvesant's public
schools Hamilton Voc-Tech: foundry, carpentry, architectural drafting. He
would rather read. He dropped out.
His GED in Vietnam. He went without question. Took the government at
its word. The government counted on words commie or country, coward or
traitor or hero.
After Vietnam, reenlistment: the first baby under way, a sense that a GED
wouldn't account for much. To Korea. He sees Korean President Pak declare
martial law, train tanks on his citizenry, announce that the military will relax
when the people vote for his reelection. American GIs, there to protect democracy, continue business as usual. Back in the World, few know. He starts to
wonder how such big events could so successfully be kept secret from so many.
America apologizes to the Vietnain vet. He goes to community college.
Does well. Transfers to Big State. Low tuition for the Vietnam vet.
Reprinted by permission of Richard Bullock and John Trimbur, with Charles 1. Schuster:
The Politics of Writing Instruction: Postsecondary (Boynton/Cook Publishers, a subsidiary of
Reed Elsevier Inc., Portsmouth, NH, 1991).

621

614

Cross-Talk in Comp Theory

At Big State he stumbles. Less a matter of brains than not knowing the
rules, especially the unwritten, unstated ones. Not even the most helpful professor could explain the rules. She could teach him how to read theory and research; she could have him rewrite and rethink until there was clarity; but she
could not understand the depth of his not understanding.
Working in the library mail room. Daedalus. The words "Puerto Ricans"
on the cover. It had been a long time since he was part of the Puerto Rican
community. He reads about retirement-aged Puerto Rican men descending to
janitors after all the years at labor. Dadwho put so much stock in dignity
was mopping blood from hospital floors. He and Mami lived nearby, far from
Puerto Ricans.
The student reads about middle-aged Puerto Rican women doing menial
service jobs. Mami had once proudly claimed her position as keypunch operator with the New York Stock Exchange. She had slowed. Eventually down to

nurse's aide, cleaning bile; then a clerk at a motel. He reads about Puerto
Rican boys dropping out of high school at a rate approaching 80 percent.
Something systemic is at work.
Graduate school. One of his students is a grocery checker at the local market. The checker boasts a new BMW. The graduate-student teacher hands the

checker food stamps, then steals the grocery cart to get groceries home. This
isn't how he believed things would be. Things seem to be getting harder as he
gathers more credentials.
"Politics" takes on new meaning. More than Democrats and Republicans.
More than intrigues in the workplace: he "played politics" in the Army; academics play politics. He was thinking more and more about politics as the way
people get sorted.
For a very short time he is in charge of Big State's basic-writing program.
No surprise, really. Good politics. Despite denials from those who know better,

he had been typecast: the minority for the minority-sensitive job. The bestqualified: a brown slum kid, performing research on what happens to minorities in college writing classrooms, willing to perform an administrative job for
student-assistant pay. For them, qualified "affirmative action" without hard
commitments or great cash outlays. For him, the matter of typecasting, but
also an opportunity to claim a curriculum. For both, good politics.
He was discovering Paulo Freire's politics. Freire fit with what he knew.
But his cadre of Freireistas, his coworkers, would not read Freire as he had.
Politics for most was exposing inequity, revealing what everyone already saw
was unfair. Student teachers told of the suburbs, the college. Students told of
the ghetto or migrants' quarters. Neither teacher nor student talked of how one
group comes to be from ghettos as a matter of course and another comes to he
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from suburbs. Still, the basic writers had been heard for one or two academic
quarters. This was worth something, a kind of politics.
He returns from a job interview to find a memo announcing his replacement for the coming year. He had not been consulted. This, too, was politics.
He has gained access but not much power. He abides by rules his coworkers don't even recognize as rules, rules of a system created by, peopled by, serviced by, and changed by, members of cultures and classes and histories much
different from his own; systems created and maintained by those whose memories do not include having been colonized. He is often taken aback by how his
co-workers think: worldviews radically different from his own. Yet he struggles
to join in the conversation with the privileged whose senses of decency compel
them to seek equity for those who have been traditionally excluded from the
mainstream of society and from the academic tributary. Sometimes he thinks
he's heard.

SPECULATIONS
This chapter presents a case for a classroom composition course that confronts tradition with change. There is a degree of acceptance among us all,

no matter how critical we might be, of traditions and national-cultural
norms, an acceptance that not only must be considered but can be exploited
in promoting changes in the systems that sort us in particular ways. Yet mine
will not be a radical view,. in an orthodox Marxist sense, though it will be a
view that aims at something more than relativism or pluralism. I will seek to

mediate between the two prevalent trends among American Freireistas
today: 1) the trend to reduce politics to discussions of the different cultures
and histories found in the classroom, and 2) the trend to cdnvert the classroom into a political arena that aims at pointing out injustices and instigating change. I will argue that history and culture alone do not make for a
political sensibility, that such a view is reductive of the complex combinations of cultures and histories in American minorities, and that multiculturalism alone can be deceptive, in that it suggest a friendly pluralism that does
not exist outside the classroom. As for the overtly political freshman composition classroom, I will present research that will suggest that a counterhegemonic politic is not likely to be received by the very students to whom such a
politic would be directed. I will argue that to achieve a pedagogy that aims at
more than mere reform we must begin by acknowledging the unlikelihood
of dramatic revolutionary change in the most immediate future. I will argue
that less dramatic but no less revolutionary change might come about by our
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becoming more aware of the workings of hegemony. We can turn to advantage the ways hegemony exploits traditions and the ways hegemony allows
for change, ultimately making for changes that go beyond those allowed by
the current hegemony.
Freire has become generally well known. We know that his pedagogy
begins with private, lived experience. Past events affect how present and future events are read. Present events affect readings of the past. These per-

sonal accounts become generalized. In generalizing personal events, we
find that they are not value-free, cannot be apolitical, are never not affected

by and affecting our conduct as citizens of the various communities we
travel within and through. We discover that we are constantly in dialectical
relationships with our environments. For Freire, the more we are aware of
the dialectic the more we can affect changes in our selves and in our environments. Freire's method is to make possible a "problematizing [of] . existential situations" (Cultural Action 18). We know this. It's basic Freire.
But it is unlikely that we would all know a phrase like "problematizing
existential situations" in quite the same ways. The "problematic" suggests
the systemic; the "existential" suggests the individual. We are familiar with
the existential: the philosophical affirmation of individual freedom. We are,
I think, less familiar with the problematic as a bit of neo-Marxian jargon.
The term "problematic" is attributed to Louis Althusser. It concerns the
questioning of explicit and implicit messages contained within a theoretical
framework, the questioning of deeply rooted assumptions. In terms of a social framework, Althusser believes we are not normally able to problematize.
We walk about with a false consciousness, believing as real what has been
created by those in charge. False consciousness is then passed on through
.

.

what Althusser terms "interpellation" an unintentional reproduction that
has us occupy certain positions that have already been determined by the
needs of the greater system. For Althusser, there is no individual freedom,
really.

Educational theorists and critics of both the political left and the political right have come to agree that reproduction is an essential function of education, according to Aronowitz and Giroux. The conservative, given to an
overriding belief in individual will, denies a current systemic design that reproduces an historically set, hierarchical sociopolitical structure in which
women and minorities are disproportionately relegated to the bottom. The
structuralist Marxists (and others of the left, particularly orthodox Marxists)

minimize the degree to which individual will can affect changes to the
structure. Freire apparently accepts notions of false consciousness and interpellation. But he cannot deny individual will. Freire is caught between Althusser's structuralism and his own tendency toward utopian humanism.
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The apparent contradiction in juxtaposing the problematic with the existential can be mediated, however, by way of Antonio Gramsci's particular
brand of Marxism, especially his notion of hegemony. According to Perry
Anderson, a historian of Western Marxism, Althusser's starting point in conceptualizing ideology and education was "overtly derived from Gramsci"
(78). But Althusser, drawn to scientism, would remove the subjective in
Gramsci. Yet it is the subjective, the roles individuals play in forming structures, that has Anderson consider Gramsci "the greatest and least typical" of
Western Marxist thinkers (67). His contribution to Western Marxism, to sociopolitical theory in general, concerns hegemony, a concept that had him
consider the roles of different kinds of intellectuals, the social and political
dimensions of education, and the existence of mediate ideologies that make
for historical blocs in which certain classes rule and other classes serve by a
kind of consensus.
Briefly put, hegemony represents the ways in which ruling classes affect
a society's moral and intellectual leadership so as to have the rulers' interests
appear the interests of other social groups. That is, the dominant classes exploit commonalities between their ideologies and the ideologies of other
classes. As a result, those in what Gramsci calls subaltern positions see themselves as serving their own interests. And they are, to some extent. They also

see that they are serving the interests of the dominant classes, but selfinterest overrides. The middle-level manager in a large corporation or the
."owner" of a local franchise might know she is employed, that she is working

for another, but through money-market shares, stock options, and the like
she is able to play the part of a boss, while supplementing the interests of her
bosses. Subalterns, then, cooperate in their own exploitation. We are subject
to coercion only insofar as the dominant classes exert their power over the
institutions that serve as transmitters of moral and intellectual codes: religion, education, mass media. Hegemony otherwise operates through consent, through what Foucault has called "discourse practices," although
Gramsci does not reduce all knowing to the discursive.
What is most significant about hegemony for the argument I am presenting here is hegemony's accommodation of contradiction. Since hege-

mony is a network woven with the threads of both the official and the
popular, consisting of the ideologies of the dominated and the dominant, it
is permeable. Contradictions slip through. We are given to what Gramsci
calls a "contrary consciousness," given to accepting the ideologies that serve
the dominant, and equally given to the possibility of criticism. Hegemony
contains the possibility for counterhegemony.
To appreciate the one, we must know the other, however. Cultural literacy of the type advanced by E. D. Hirsch, for example, plainly reproduces
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the hegemony; it does not prevent criticism, but neither does it encourage it.
Freire's critical literacy at the sites of recent revolutions is directed almost exclusively at encouraging criticism, at countering hegemony. There, Freire
must focus on having the previously dominated discard the elements of their
ideologies that had served their oppressors. But here, in America, where revolution moves slowly; here, in the American college composition classroom,
where our interchanges with students are relatively shortfour or five hours
a week, ten to fifteen weeks, perhaps as long as a year or two; here, counterhegemony cannot be easily sold.

OBSERVATIONS
In a recent research study I observed a talented, Freire-trained teacher, freed
from usual curricular or institutional constraints, still get caught in the current hegemony, despite his apparent awareness of hegemony's workings.' I
have seen his students, overtly caught in institutional and state apparatus,
not resist hegemony, despite experiences that made it apparent they were

oppressed. I have observed something of the fulfillment of an American
Freireista's fantasy and have seen its limitations. Floyd taught writing in the
Writer's Project of a Midwestern, not-for-profit private school aimed exclusively at low-income adolescents and young adults who had been locked out
of traditional public schools but wanted back in. During the two semesters
we observed, the Writer's Project was exclusively black one semester, and
black with one white student the next. The executive director of the program was concerned mainly with latching onto philanthropic groups and
garnering grants, so Floyd enjoyed pedagogical and theoretical freedom.
Floyd is a black poet of some note in the Midwest. His poetry is overtly
political, radical, though he claims not to be Marxist or black nationalist. He

has been to much of Africa, has taken part in the literacy campaign in
Nicaragua and the campaign in Grenada, has met with Freire in Grenada.
He works at the Writer's Project and teaches political science at the community college. He grew up in the neighborhood where the Project is located,
went to the same schools as his students; saw the schools and the neighborhood deteriorate. He had been to the city's state university, a campus surrounded on three sides by the large black community, yet having relatively
few blacks enrolled. He had seen his world as the Third World: colonialism
at the heart of the heart of the Empire.

In class, Floyd talked of history and culture. He said that the idea of
black progress was deceptive. Blacks had not simply risen from slavery; they
were ancient peoples, once great. He told of Christopher Columbus's diary
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describing black Africans returning home from what Columbus had not yet
discovered. Floyd played Charlie Byrd on his ghetto blaster,"You Wear the
Crown." A line says, "Imhotep was you and me." Floyd showed that there
were black cultures and black history before there were black Americans.
Floyd spoke not only of history and culture but also of ideology. He told
students that as members of the Writer's Project they were meeting something of a cultural imperative. He said that lower- and middle-income blacks
are members of a culture of oppressed people. He suggested that they would
have to think of themselves as such. He outlined four preconditions for "the
true progress of oppressed people":
1.

the creation of history;

2.

the raising of a mass consciousness to oppression;

3.

the refusal of the people to accept oppression;

4. the rising of the conscious intellectual.

He would explain the preconditions only briefly, even though he recounted
them often. He would not elaborate with me, either.
Yet as I see it, Floyd had superimposed a cultural concern on a classstructural model, discussing culture in classlike terms. Some of the precedent would come from Freire. Freire does not work out 'class distinctions,
but does suggest that the transformation that the critically conscious, newly
literate adult is to generate is the transformation of the class system, since
those we call the marginalized are not in the margins of class but are within
the structureat the bottom. In Freire's.words:
They are not "beings outside of"; they are "beings for another." Therefore
the solution to their problem is not to become "beings inside of," but men
freeing themselves; for, in reality, they are not marginal to the structure,
but oppressed men within it. Alienated men, they cannot overcome their
dependency by "incorporation" into the very structure responsible for their

dependency. There is no other road to humanization theirs as well as
everyone else'sbut authentic transformation of the dehumanizing structure. (Cultural Action 11)

The "dehumanizing structure" in our society is not exclusive to class in
terms of prestige, socioeconomics, or workers and capitalists, however. The
class system in this country, as in others, coexists with a caste system, as John
Ogbu details, a system in which birth ascription cannot be transcended in
the same way one can leave the lower class and arrive at the middle, itself a
difficult enough task.'- Consider, for example, the case of Lauro Cavazos,
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the present Secretary of Education. Despite his being a sixth-generation

Texan and a university presidenta longtime American and longtime
member of the middle class his greatest qualification for the post of Secretary was clearly his being an otherwise qualified Hispanic. Despite having
met all the conditions for assimilation, Cavazos must still be a hyphenated
American. Jesse Jackson was the "black candidate," but Dukakis was not the
"ethnic immigrant candidate," DuPont not the "upperclass, bourgeois" candidate. It is possible (though difficult) to move from one class to another; it is
not now possible to become free of one's place in a caste, the castes here
consisting of racial minorities and Hispanics, those whose histories tell of
colonization and slavery.
Floyd apparently believed that the processes by which castelike systems
can be changed are much the same as the processes necessary for changing
class structures. Three of the four elements in Floyd's scheme explain the
dynamics of class,3 the fourth looks to the individual within castes. "The creation of history" is likened to "class formation," which tells of how groups
come together over time, historically. This is something more than culture
in the usual anthropological sense. It is not enough to recognize and make
explicit our cultures. We need to recognize cultures in the context of other
cultures, since none of us can be monocultural here. Mexican-Americans
may have a culture in common with many Mexicans, say, but they also have
a culture in common with fellow Americans. Their relation to the Mexican
can become antagonistic when they favor the American, as in a Richard Rodriguez; the Mexican-American nationalist would have a different relation

to the American. Puerto Ricans may be "Hispanics," yet our history in
general and our history as it pertains to the United States is very different

from the histories of both the Mexican-American and the Mexican.
Newyorquinos are also Puerto Ricans, but we are in many ways culturally
closer to blacks than to Mexicans. Histories, not readily available, needing to
be re-created, tell of the formation of a class of Mexican-Americans, and
they tell of the class of the Puerto Ricans of the Island, and they tell of the
Puerto Ricans of el Moque. Hispanics all, yet different in their ways, their histories, their relations to other Americans, whose cultures and histories they
also share to a great extent. Culture alone provides only a partial picture.
The second element in Floyd's kind of class structure is class conscious-

ness. It's achieved when a class recognizes its ideologies. Gramsci tells of
folklore containing "official culture" and "popular culture" (Cirese 212247). Hegemony is both indigenous and externally imposed. This gets complicated for American minorities. I grew up eating rice and beans and thinking Teddy Roosevelt was great, never considering that one of the things that
made him great was his subjugation of my ancestors. Now I consider the rea628
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sons why Puerto Ricans remain the most disadvantaged of American Hispanics (Conklin and Lourie 17), while I continue to enjoy the stories and
myths of Teddy Roosevelt (liking the Teddy of Arsenic and Old Lace best).
Minorities in particular cannot accommodate the ideological contraries
we carry until we can recognize that we contain cultural multitudes that
are sometimes opposed. Terms like African-American, Asian-American,
Mexican-American can tell of a pluralism. They can also tell of an antagonism between cultures.

Class struggle concerns conflict. It concerns the point in which, in
Floyd's terms, the oppressed refuse to put up with oppression. Floyd has his
students take part in an antiapartheid rally, a gesture at political action, a

gesture at extending students' senses of racial oppression beyond this
country.
The extension of racial awareness leads to the fourth element in Floyd's
scheme: the creation of the conscious intellectual. This is explicitly Grams-

cian. Gramsci writes of the organic intellectual who would be the voice of
the oppressed class of which she is a part. This is not Floyd's role. As a
teacher attached to teaching institutions, Floyd could be seen as the traditional intellectual rather than the organic. The students at the Writer's Project, according to Floyd, were potentially those conscious intellectuals. In his
words,
So for oppressed people to make progress, people like you are necessary:
You have an important role. You're like the fuse on the dynamite. If you
don't go anywhere, the people don't go anywhere. So the propaganda I'm
laying out to you this morning is that if you change your self, you will
change the people and in fact change the world, because you're influential. You can talk. You can write. People listen to you frequently. . You
.

.

are leaders of a sort.

His students could be conscious intellectuals because they are discursive, says Floyd. The power of the conscious intellectual is in discourse: talking, writing, people listening. For Floyd, as for Freire, as for Gramsci, as for
Marx, a "revolutionary act [is] an act of criticism with an eye to the practical" (Wilkie 233). The project's participants were to see themselves as griots,
Floyd said, oral historians, "young installments in a long train of people who
can tell the stories of black people and how we see the world."

In this, Floyd echoed the black nationalism of Marcus Garvey, whom
Cornel West has labeled a "proto-Gramscian" (20). Gramsci had thought
that a collective black sensibility might be necessary for black Americans to
effect change, this by "giving the African continent a mythic function as the
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common fatherland of all the negro peoples" (21). Floyd had talked to the
students about histories and cultures, ideologies and changes. He had raised

their senses of worth. And he did introduce students to the word. His
method of teaching composition, however, tended to fall on the side of tradition. He distrusted conventional writing-process pedagogy, even after at-

tending the Bay Area's writing project. He would have good reason.
Hegemony can operate by promoting the ruling classes' ideologies as universal. Process approaches to writing instruction are universal. They have
given rise to cognitive explanations of writing, the cognitive sciences also
given to universality. Cognitive explanations rendered basic writers, most
often members of minority groups, cognitively dysfunctional.4 When the
cognitive extended to the social, what emerged was Thomas Farrell's claim
that black youth reside in oral cultures, followed by the assertion that as long
as those from oral cultures remain oral they would be incapable of reaching
Piaget's level of formal operations, the ability to form abstract concepts.
Floyd was explicitly aware of Farrell's oral-culture hypothesis. To this,
add Floyd's skepticism concerning just how much of the nuts-and-bolts of
writing could be learned through process approaches, the skeptism common among those who first encounter process approaches about the apparent assumption that the skills of writing already exist or will come about
through a kind of alchemy.5 Floyd had an assistant manage drills-for-skills
workbooks with his students. Yet he did not completely dismiss writing-asprocess. There were drafts and discussions about drafts. But there was no
talk in writing-process jargon: no talk of heuristics, brainstorming, clustering. Floyd would not speak of prewriting. He spoke, rather, of art following
function, a kind of Aristotelian idea of having something to say then finding
the appropriate artistic garb with which to adorn that something. The art
was most often poetry for Floyd (although he would have guest artists from
other genres address the Writers' Project, including a nationally known
black cartoonist). The function he most envisioned for his students' art was
structural change. A recognition of the need to instigate structural change
would produce writing, apparently.
And some of his students had produced art. One claimed not to go to
bed until he had written in his journal. His journal was not a diary. In class
he reads "The Fatal Disease of Illiteracy," a poem. It tells of the powerlessness in a father who cannot read to his children. Another student, a car thief,
a twenty-year-old high school sophomore, writes a poem about the struggle
of writing. A couple of lines read, "Get to it and to it/Till I get it right." Revision was not a stage or dimension; it was the imperative for effectiveness. To
watch Floyd move those he moved was inspiring.
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He had introduced the word and he spoke of the world, yet he was not
likely to move those who were not already predisposed to his worldview. His
method of persuasion would obstruct such a move. His method was explicitly propaganda. He said so. Floyd would impart what he knew. Although
Freire in the field would also impart, Freire the theorist would not. "In the
liberating moment," says Freire, "we must try to convince the students and
on the other hand we must respect them, not impose ideas on them" (Shor

and Freire 33, 46). For all that was valideven necessary in what Floyd
had said, there was no dialectic in his class. The hegemonic and counterhegemonic were not allowed evaluation.
So myths prevailed, for the most part. Those students who saw the hope
of black peoples in religion, wrote of salvation through prayer and devotion,
of future good in suffering now. Those who followed the tenets of nonviolent protest wrote of the steady progress black folks have known since the
struggles of Martin Luther King. Those who believed in simple, undirected
opposition wrote of "blue-eyed devils." The students had not been politically
affected in the manner Floyd had apparently intended.
Hegemony was more pervasive than Floyd had allowed. Freire notes
that one who is not of the mainstream, whom he calls "alienated man," is
"Nrresistibly attracted by the life style of the director society; alienated man
is a nostalgic man, never truly committed to his world" (Cultural Action 2).
Although Freire seems to censure this alienated man, I believe the minority
is predisposed to this kind of alienation. Victims of oppression tend to be enamored of their oppressors. Consider the great numbers of minorities who
make careers in the military service, for example. This cannot he accounted
for solely on the basis of economic security. We would have our Americanism recognized and acknowledged. Oppressor and oppressed have histories,

cultures, ideologies, traditions in common. This is the tug inherent in
hegemony.
Floyd's students were in the Writer's Project because they held some tra-

ditional national-cultural beliefs. They were in school to fulfill a dream, a
longtime American dream of success through education. They were not in
school to have their dreams destroyed. They would naturally resist any such

attempt. Floyd's students could reason that no matter how slight their
chances of getting into college or the middle class, they did have chances,
maybe better than most. Floyd had said they were special, after all, that they
were leaders, world changers. Floyd had himself made it through college,
was a teacher, a published poet, a world traveler to pan-African conferences.
In the students' eyes, Floyd made a better model of the bootstrap mentality
than he made a model of the revolution. They said so. He was "had. You
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know. He got no-tay-rye-eh-tee. I mean with the bad rags and the ride and
like that. You hear what I'm sayin'?"
It's not as if the students had no collective sense, did not see class difference and caste. According to Signithia Fordham, blacks simply have no reason to assume that the collectivity is a necessary precondition for success.
Our current hegemony in the schools sanctions individual achievement. Individuals have gone farther than the race. All castelike minorities have their
successful individualsbig stars, successful businessmen, prominent politicians. The impetus for a radical collective is not readily apparent.
How could a collectivity gathered for revolution be appealing to ado-

lescents seeking access, after all? Floyd might have seen revolution as
consciousness-raising, as the demystification of otherwise mysterious class

and cultural forces, but the word "revolution" nevertheless conjures up
frightening pictures: not acts of criticism,:but acts of violence, undertaken
when there is nothing left to lose. Yet there are things left to lose here. There
is still pie. Enough blacks get through at leat the class system to prove that
there are still gains to be had. As far as Floyd's students could seeas far as

American society-in-general is concernedthe gains for blacks and other
minorities are getting better. More of those who have been traditionally excluded are gaining access. But the basic inequities remain. Reyes and Halcon report, drawing from Census Bureau figures, that there are just over
7,000 Hispanics who hold PhDs in America in the last years of the 1980s, up
from an estimate in 1970 of less than 100 (though this last estimate was restricted to Chicanos). This is an impressive increase. Yet Reyes and Halcon
also mite that Hispanics comprise only 2.1 percent of all doctorates. Numbers go up; percentages still tell of the need for radical change.
Gramsci writes of "passive revolution." The term refers to revolutionary
changes in the popular ideology or in the movement within the class structure that quiets voices of discontent without concomitant changes in the interests being served by the hegemony. This is the stuff of affirmative-action

mandates, of task forces, commissions, and committees. The degree of
progress being realized by minorities in this country at this time assures
things will remain the same. Both the "progress" and its lack, the increasing
numbers of successful minorities (who remain minorities despite success)
and the concomitant growth of ghettos and barrios, or the increase in homeless families, are there to be seen. Individual achievement is sold as the betterment of society through the progress of a collection of individuals. Such
progress undermines Floyd's zeal, negates Floyd's call to arms. One successful figure Floyd espousing the students' abilities for success, is not likely
to persuade those students that a revolutionary consciousness is a better definition of success than the possibility for individual fame or fortune.
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APPLICATION
Floyd offered a worldview that if appreciated and acted upon could bring
about change, could be liberatory in the purest, purist Freireian sense, freeing both oppressed and oppressor, as Freire would have it (Pedagogy 28).
But Floyd had not affected a revolutionary consciousness in his students, at
least not that could be seen, not at the time. More importantly, he had not

prepared them for what they themselves desiredliteracy of the kind that
leads to certification, access to high school, maybe to college, the middle
class. Note Freire:
Both the traditional and the liberating educator do not have the right to
deny the students' goals for technical training or for job credentials. Neither can they deny the technical aspects of education. There is a realistic
need for technical expertise which education from a traditional or a liberatory perspective must speak to. Also, the students' need for technical training in order to qualify for jobs is a realistic demand on the educator. (Shor
and Freire 68)

In Freire's terms, we can further revolutionary change better by being directive of the processes the students will undergo during the short time we
come in contact with them than by our attempts at being directive of the students themselves (Shor and Freire 68). We can be about the task "of orienting . . toward the future and of orienting critical knowledge toward this
future so as to lay the foundations for it" (Lefebvre 75). The direction is not
only contained in the present; it is contained in the past, not only in historical events but in assumed truths of the past: myths, ideologies, traditions.
Hegemony exploits traditions. The American Freireista can at least provide a way for students to discover those traditions that are in need of change.
We can have students discover the traditions that form the foundations of the
academy while simultaneously promoting and instigating change in the ideologies that shape the academy. Tradition and change for changes in tradition.
This can be accomplished structurally. My co-worker Dolores Schriner,
along with others (including myself), have altered a freshman composition
program so as to have the program contain a dialectical relationship between tradition and change. 6 We have developed a syllabus aimed at foster.

ing a critical consciousness in freshman composition classrooms that
include traditional students as well as newcomers, mainly Hispanic and Native American newcomers.

Part of the new syllabus grew out of an earlier experiment in which
basic-writing students read Child of the Dark, the diary of Carolina Maria
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deJesus. The diary tells of a barely literate mulata in the favelas of Brazil, a
woman who displayed the conflicts castelike minorities confront: survival,
poverty and pride, resentment of and envy of those who have more, suffering
indignity while trying to transcend the causes of the indignities. My aim in
using the book was to have basic-writing students recognize that troubles are
not unique to them; they share a common bond with the world's poor, particularly the poor of color. Problems can be systemic. Further, since deJesus's writing is not sophisticated, the students gained confidence in voicing
responses to what they were reading. The problem with the experiment was,

however, that though the students might have gotten a new look at the
world, they had not looked at the academic community.
The new experiment introduced the dialectic by introducing the canon.

What we developed was a syllabus of tradition and change, of changing
worldviews. Students read the traditionHemingway. Hemingway is male
superiority, somewhat critical of the State, but in the main pleased with
"common sense" (and I mean Gramsci's "common sense": the popular ideology). There is room for criticism of Hemingway from the most radical student and from the conservative. After reading and discussing Hemingway,
students read Buchi Emecheta, a book called Double Yoke. They read the
story of a black African woman trying to get through different value systems,

cultures, ways of viewing the world, juxtaposing village tradition against
Western-style traditional education, trying to transcend her culture's attitudes, attitudes not much different from those of Western cultures. The idea
here is of the same vein as that in using Child of the Darkbut now set in
contrast to a traditional worldview and a traditional text from the American
college canon.
To tie this reading to the students' past experiences, so as to have them
problematize the existential within the academy, the students are asked to
write in assignments that follow a set series about conflicts they have had to
confront, and to consider the sources of those conflicts. Borrowing from
Henry Giroux's adaptation of resistance theory, students are asked to consider in their writing the degrees to which they can or do resist, oppose, or
accommodate conflicts. Bound student autobiographies become the third
book in the course, an idea introduced by Bartholomae and Petrosky, an
idea also mentioned by Ira Shor. Students are eventually asked to generalize
about their experiences. They are introduced to the rudiments of concept
formation, an important skill for students and conscious intellectuals. Anecdotes and data being gathered by Schriner tell us the syllabus is working.

This particular syllabus is not the central issue, however. We will
change books. I think of Ayn Rand against John Steinbeck or Louis L'Amour
against Leslie Marmon Silko, though I would rather a deJesus or Emecheta,
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thereby underscoring the systemic and downplaying a focus on any one
American minority group. More than particular texts or a particular syllabus, however, is the recognition that institutional constraints are far
broader than the demands of a local faculty, chair, or university president.
Weall of usabide by the greater constraints contained in hegemony. A
dialectic between tradition and change might not immediately relinquish or

overturn tradition. (Such is not likely in one semester in a college classroom, anyway.) But the dialectic might have students know the tradition crit-

ically, not only to acquire the literate, academic culture but to recognize
their often antagonistic relationships to it. A dialectic between tradition and
change would provide the means for access, acknowledge the political, the
while avoiding propaganda. What results might not have the bite of.a Floydlike Freirean perspective, might not give us the same sense of satisfaction we
might get in imparting a vision of truth, but it will have our students and

ourselves take part in "the Wrangle of the Market Place" (Burke 23). It
might have us all recognize our world, the marketplace, as necessitating a
wrangle, not just a simple climb.

NOTES
I. My observations of Floyd were carried out following the ethnographer's naturalisticobservation techniques: three observers, each with notebook and video and audio recordings.
The research had been funded by two grants provided by the University of Missouri-Kansas
City. More important, it was conducted with the help of anthropologist Jeff Longhoffer, and
the assistance of Marge Stephens, a graduate assistant and friend. Our intention had been to

document students' literacy progress, particularly since Floyd believed his students were
from an oral culture but did not accept Thomas Farrell's cognitive deficit-correlative, in
which those from an oral culture are seen as cognitively inferior to literates. The research
failed, as far as we were concerned, because Floyd never ventured into literate discourse, the
writing consisting of song lyrics, raps, and poems, all hybrid discourse forms, written but relying on the oral. We filed a report. But our discussions after filing began to center more and
more on Floyd, as this chapter demonstrates.
2. John Ogbu distinguishes the castelike from immigrant minorities, and distinguishes
both the castelike and the immigrant from autonomous minorities. The immigrant minority
is clear. Even if she maintains her ethnicityas, say, Italians often dothe qualities ascribed
to her ethnicity are not such that she would be necessarily excluded from the mainstream.
The autonomous are those who are subject to ethnic or religious distinctiveness yet manage
to accommodate the mainstream, even if not assimilate. Ogbu cites American Jews and Mormons as instances of autonomous minorities. The castelike are those who are regarded pri-

marily on the basis of some particular birth ascriptionin this country, race or a particular
ethnicity (e.g., Hispanics). I believe, however, that we can further refine the concept of castelike minorities by looking to the common feature in their historiescolonization or colonization's commodified form, slavery. The autonomous minority holds no such memory in
this country. There is no national memory of long-term subjugation of the autonomous minority or the immigrant, as there is of the Puerto Rican, the Mexican, the American Indian,
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the black. Looking to colonization makes an important distinction not contained in race
alone. For example, East Indians are considered black by the British but not by Americans.
India was a British colony, not an American colony. The American East Indian is simply another immigrant. Race alone is not the distinctive factor. Race and a history of subservience
to those who remain dominant makes for the castelike minority.
3. For a comprehensive discussion on various theories of class structure see Erik Olin
Wright's Classes.
4. I am here thinking of Frank D'Angelo and Andrea Lunsford, particularly because
their views found such wide acceptance among compositionists for some time. Yet they were
not alone; cognitive-deficit theories abound in other fields as well.
5. Martha Kolln, for example, wishes to reassert the need for instruction in traditional
grammar and mechanics, arguing that no magical transformation will take place in student
writing without this knowledge. And Lisa Delpit recently criticized process approaches to
writing instruction on the grounds that students themselves perceive the need for specific instruction in grammar and mechanics. She also points out that black students in particular do
not perceive of student-centered approaches as a means of instruction in the first place.
6. The research at Northern Arizona University is being supported by a three-year Ford
Foundation Grant. Dolores Schriner has been in charge of the basic-writing component.
(There is also a writing-across-the-disciplines component.) Among her assistants were myself,
William Grabe, Deirdre Mahoney, and a score of graduate students. Throughout, we have
consulted with and been visited by Suzanne Benally, David Bartholomae, Patricia Bizzell,
Donaldo Macedo, and Anthony Petrosky, all of whom can find their influences reflected in
the curriculum.
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On the Subjects of
Class and Gender in
"The Literacy Letters"
LINDA BRODKEY

In "The Discourse on Language," Michel Foucault dramatizes the desire to
be "on the other side of discourse, without having to stand outside it, pondering its particular, fearsome, and even devilish features" (215) in this
whimsical colloquy between the individual and the institution.
Inclination speaks out: "I don't want to have to enter this risky world of dis-

course; I want nothing to do with it insofar as it is decisive and final; I
would like to feel it all around me, calm and transparent, profound, infinitely open, with others responding to my expectations, and truth emerging, one by one. All I want is to allow myself to be borne along, within it,
and by it, a happy wreck." Institutions reply: "But you have nothing to fear
from launching out; we're here to show you discourse is within the established order of things, that we've waited a long time for its arrival, that a

place has been set aside for ita place that both honours and disarms it;
and if it should have a certain power, then it is we, and we alone, who give
it that power." (215-16)

What Foucault and other poststructuralists have been arguing the last fifteen
or twenty years is considerably easier to state than act on: we are at once constituted and unified as subjects in language and discourse. The discursive
subject is of particular interest to those of us who teach writing because language and discourse are understood to be complicit in the representation of
Reprinted from College English 51.2 (February 1989): 125-41. Used with permission.
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self and others, rather than the neutral or arbitrary tools of thought and expression that they are in other modern theories, not to mention handbooks
and rhetorics. Among other things, this means that since writers cannot
avoid constructing a social and political reality in their texts, as teachers we
need to learn how to "read" the various relationships between writer, reader,
and reality that language and discourse supposedly produce.
New theories of textuality are inevitably new theories of reading. And in
the field of writing, those who teach basic writers and welcome new ways to
read their texts are perhaps the most likely to recognize the possibilities of
discursive subjectivity. The poststructural David Bartholomae of "Inventing
the University," for example, writes less confidently but more astutely of
what student errors may signify than the Bartholomae of "The Study of
Error," published some years earlier at the height of the field's enthusiasm
for empirical research and error analysis. For the startling power of a discourse to confer authority, name errors, and rank order student texts speaks
more readily to the experience of reading basic writing than promises of improved reliability or validity in the empirical study of errors. While empiricality is far from moot, it makes little difference if one is right if one is not
talking about that which most concerns writing and the teaching of writing.
Or, as Sharon Crowley has put it, "the quality of the power that is associated
with writing varies with the degree of author-ity granted by a culture to its
texts" (96). In this society the authority that teachers are empowered to grant
to or withhold from student texts derives from the theory of textuality governing their reading.
The question then is how to read what students write. And at issue is the
unquestioned power of a pedagogical authority that insists that teachers concentrate on form at the expense of content.
I'm siting at home now when I have more time to write to you I enjoyed
rending your letters. I under stand reading them one word I had a little
trouble with the word virginia but know about me well that is hard but I
will try.

The errors in spelling and punctuation in this passage are serious, but not
nearly as egregious, I suspect, as the tradition that warrants reducing a text
to its errors. Remember the anger you feel when someone corrects your
pronunciation or grammar while you are in the throes of an argument, and
you can recover the traces of the betrayal students must experience when a
writing assignment promises them seemingly unlimited possibilities for expression, and the response or evaluation notes only their limitations. The
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errors are there, and the passage is hard to read. Yet to see only the errors
strikes me as an unwarranted refusal to cede even the possibility of discursive subjectivity and authority to the woman who wrote this passage, barring of course that of basic writer which an error analysis would without
question grant her.

CHANGING THE SUBJECT
This is an essay about the ways discourses construct our teaching. In postmodern theories of subjectivity:
1.

all subjects are the joint creations of language and discourse;

2. all subjects produced are ideological;
3.

all subject positions are vulnerable to the extent that individuals do
not or will not identify themselves as the subjects (i.e., the effects) of
a discourse.

Those who occupy the best subject positions a discourse has to offer would
have a vested interest in maintaining the illusion of speaking rather than
being spoken by discourse. Postmodern rhetoric would begin by assuming
that all discourses warrant variable subject positions ranging from mostly satisfying to mostly unsatisfying for those individuals named by them. Each
institutionalized discourse privileges some people and not others by generat-

ing uneven and unequal subject positions as various as stereotypes and
agents. Hence, it is at least plausible to expect most, though not all, of those
individuals whose subjectivity is the most positively produced by a discourse
to defend its discursive practices against change. And it is equally plausible
to expect some, though again not all, of those individuals whose subjectivity
is the most negatively produced to resist its discursive practices. Feminists,
for example, regularly resist discursive practices that represent female subjectivity solely in terms of reproductive biology. Of course, neither verbal
resistance nor other material forms of protest to such reduced subject positions are universal among women.
Discursive resistance requires opportunities for resistance. Altering an
institutionalized discourse probably requires an unremitting negative critique of its ideology, a critique that is most often carried out in the academy
by attempting to replace a particular theory (e.g., of science or art or education or law) with another. Recently, theoretical battles have proliferated to
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such an extent that a cover term, critical theory, has come to refer to a variety
of ideological critiques of theory, research, and practice across the academy:

critical legal studies, critical practice, critical anthropology, critical pedagogy, and so on.

Discursive resistance, however, need not be conducted in such abstract
terms as we have recently witnessed in the academy. The more usual practice would be for those individuals who are ambivalent or threatened by
their subject positions in a given discourse to interrupt the very notion of
the unified selfthe traditional Cartesian notion that the self is a transcendent and absolute entity rather than a creation of language and ideology
in their spoken and written texts. Such interruptions are likely to take one of
two forms: reversing the negative and positive subject positions in a given

discourseas Carol Gilligan does in her feminist revision of the research
on the development of moral reasoning among adolescent girls; or representing a stereotype as an agent in a discourse the least committed to the

preservation of the stereotypeas Toni Morrison does when representing
Afro-American women and men as the agents rather than the victims of
events in her novels.
Studies of these and other interruptive practices, rhetorics of resistance
in which individuals shift subject positions from one discourse to another or
within a discourse in their speaking and writing, would constitute empirical

inquiry into the postmodern speculation that language and discourse are
material to the construction of reality, not simply by-products reflecting or
reproducing a set of non-discursive, material social structures and political
formations. Knowledge of multiple subject positions makes possible both
the practical and the theoretical critiques that interrupt the assumption of
unchanging, irreversible, and asymmetrical social and political relations between the privileged and unprivileged subjects represented in a particular
discourse (see Williams, esp. 75-141).
What is needed is research that addresses what Stuart Hall has recently
called "a theory of articulation," which he describes as "a way of understanding how ideological elements come, under certain conditions, to cohere together within a discourse, and a way of asking how they do or do not become
articulated, at specific junctures, to certain political subjects" (53). Since ar-

ticulation separates intentions from effects, or production from reception,
Hall has reinserted the possibility of human agency into poststructural theory. More specifically, articulation distinguishes between the desire to be
unified in a discourse and what happens in practice, namely, what individuals do in and with the unified subject positions offered them by such recognizable institutional discourses as, say, science, art, education, law, and
religion or ethics.
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"THE LITERACY LETTERS"
What I mean by research on the rhetorics of discursive practice and attendant practices of resistance is amply illustrated in a curriculum project I
have referred to elsewhere as "the Literacy Letters" (see Brodkey). The letters were generated in the discourse of education, since they were initiated
by six white middle-class teachers (four women and two men) taking my

graduate course on teaching basic writing and sustained by six white
working-class women enrolled in an Adult Basic Education (ABE) class.
The woman who was teaching the ABE class and taking my course hoped
that corresponding would provide the students in her class with what she
called an authentic reason to writeon the order of a pen-pal experience
for adults. The experienced English teachers from my class, most of whom
had not taught basic writing, set out to learn more about the reading and
writing concerns of their adult correspondents. As for me, I welcomed the
chance to study correspondence itself, which seemed to me a remarkable
opportunity to examine both the production and reception of self and other
in the writing and reading of personal letters.
Permission to photocopy the letters as data for research was granted by
all correspondents before the first exchange. For the two months that they

wrote, the correspondents agreed not to meet or talk on the phone. The
data, then, are the letters written by the six pairs who wrote regularly: one
pair exchanged letters eight times; one pair seven times; two pairs six times;
and two pairs five times.

When the teachers first reported that they found writing the letters
stressful, I attributed their anxiety to the fact that I would be reading and
evaluating their letters as well as those written by the students in the ABE
class. But their uneasiness persisted despite repeated assurances that I couldn't look at or read the letters until the semester's end, a standard procedure
meant to protect the educational rights of those who agree to participate in
classroom research. After reading and thinking about the letters, however, I
am no longer so inclined to assume that my presence as such was as threatening or intrusive as I first thought, though doubtless it contributed some to
their anxiety.

Learning to Read "The Literacy Letters"
Research on basic writers as well as my own experience teaching amply prepared me for the ungainly prose produced by the women in the ABE class
(e.g., Bartholomae, Perl, Shaughnessy). But nothing I had read or remem-

bered from my own teaching prepared me for occasional moments of
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linguistic as well as discursive awkwardness from the teachers. I am not re-

ferring to the necessary clumsiness with which the teachers sought their
footing before they knew anything about their correspondents, but to inter-

mittent improprieties that occurred once several letters had been

ex-

changed. In fact, I found these occasional lapses so perplexing that it's fair to
say that the teachers' unexpected errors, rather than the students' expected
ones, led me to think about the literacy letters in terms of the poststructural
discursive practices of reproduction and resistance. Only discourse, more
specifically the power of a discourse over even its fluent writers, I decided,
could.begin to explain the errors of these otherwise literate individuals.
That educational discourse grants teachers authority over the organization of language in the classroom, which includes such commonplace privileges as allocating turns, setting topics, and asking questions, is clear from

sociolinguistic studies of classroom language interaction (e.g., Stubbs).
Many teachers, including those in this study, attempt to relinquish their
control by staging opportunities for students to take the privileged subject
position of teacher in, say, group discussions or collaborative assignments
that grant them, at least temporarily, a measure of control over educational
discursive practice. Attempts to transform classroom discussions into conversations between peers are thwarted to the extent that teachers fail to realize
that their interpersonal relationships with students, as well as their institutional ones, are constituted by educational discourse. While the power of a
discourse is not absolute, neither is it vulnerable to change by individuals
who ignore its power, only by those who interrupt or resist or challenge the
seemingly immutable reality of unified subjectivity. In much the same way
that you don't resist racism by denying that racism exists, but by confronting
it in yourself and others, teachers cannot divest themselves of those vestiges
of authority that strike them as unproductive by ignoring the institutional
arrangements that unequally empower teachers and students.
At the outset, the teachers in this study attempted to mitigate the power
of educational discourse over themselves and their correspondents by "playing" student. Their letters are replete with the desire to represent themselves
as students of writing pedagogy and their correspondents as their teachers.

The longest running correspondence, for instance, was initiated by a
teacher who wrote: "I think that some of the things you could tell me might
help me to understand what I can do better when I try to help my students
learn to improve thier (sic) writing." Since none of the students made suggestions about either curriculum or instruction, roles were not reversed. But
making the requests seems to have mooted the possibility of the teachers
practicing the most authoritarian "dialect" of educational discourse in their

correspondence. To wit, no teacher reduced personal correspondence to
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spelling or grammar lessons; nor, for that matter, did any of the students
from the ABE class ask to be taught or corrected.

Bear in mind that the writers of the literacy letters are not held by the
usual arrangements between teachers and students. To be sure, the teachers are teachers and the students are students. But theirs is what might be
called an extracurricular relationship, arranged by the authorized teacher.
While the teachers assiduously avoided lessons and hence avoided even the
possibility of displacing the classroom teacher's authority, there are nevertheless times in the letters when it certainly looks as if by ignoring rather
than contesting the authority of educational discourse, they retained control over such discursive privileges as determining what is and what is not
an appropriate topic. The teachers exercise their authority infrequently, but
decisively, whenever one of their correspondents interrupts, however incidentally, the educational discursive practice that treats class as irrelevant to
the subjectivity of teachers and students. Telegraphed by linguistic and/or
discursive lapses, the refusal that signals the teachers' unspoken commitment to a classless discourse provokes additional and more pronounced discursive resistance from the ABE writers.

Personal Narratives in "The Literacy Letters"
Discursive hegemony on the part of the teachers is most obvious and discur-

sive resistance on the part of the students is most dramatic during storytelling episodes. Personal correspondence evokes personal narratives. The
teachers tell a variety of stories in which they represent themselves as busy
professionals trying to resolve conflicts among work, family, and school. Social research on storytelling suggests that in exchange for being granted the

time it takes to tell a story, the teller is expected to make it worth the listener's while by raising for evaluation or contemplation that which is problematic or unusual about the narrative conflict and its resolution (see Labov,
Pratt). That the teachers tell stories representing themselves as guilty about

their inability to find enough time is not surprising, since their busy lives
have been made all the more complicated by recently adding course work to
schedules already overburdened by responsibilities at work and home. Nor
are the responses to their stress stories unexpected, for the women from the
Adult Basic Education class console and commiserate with the teachers in
much the way that research suggests interlocutors ordinarily do. The teachers, however, occasionally respond in extraordinary ways when their correspondents reciprocate with stories about their lives.
The ABE students do not tell narratives about not having the time to fulfill their obligations to the three spheres of work, school, and family. Nor are
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their stories about internal conflicts like guilt. Instead, they write most frequently about external threats to the well-being of themselves and their fam-

ilies or their neighbors. While work and education often figure in their
stories, they are important only insofar as they materially affect their lives: a
family is besieged by the threat of layoffs; lack of educational credentials
means the low paychecks and the moonlighting that robs families of time
with the overworked wage earner.
Clearly teachers and students alike told class-based narratives. Yet the
teachers' markedly inept responses to their correspondents' narratives suggest that the hegemony of educational discourse warrants teachers not only
to represent themselves as subjects unified by the internal conflicts like guilt
that preoccupy professionals, but to disclaim narratives that represent a sub-

ject alternatively unified in its conflicts with an external material reality.
This refusal to acknowledge the content of their correspondents' narratives,
most explicable as a professional class narcissism that sees itself everywhere
it looks, alienates the ABE writers from educational discourse and, more importantly, from the teachers it ostensibly authorizes.
Don and Dora

The seven-letter exchange between the teacher and student I'll call Don and
Dora is disarming. Frequency alone suggests that both teacher and student
found corresponding satisfying. For some weeks they wrote about movies,
food, and their families, all topics introduced by Don who represented himself in his initial letter as a complex subject, specifically, as a young man
beset by personal failings his correspondent would find amusing:
I won't tell you how long I like to stay in bed in the morningthough I do
stay up very late at night (watching old movies)but let's just say that it's
past 11 AM. Oh well, we all have to have at least one vice. Unfortunately, I
have more than one. One.of my others is Chinese food. There's a Chinese
food cart parked right outside the window of the library where I work, so
every afternoon I dash out when the line slacks off . . I usually try to get
some vegetable dishes, even though I most always end up getting the most
highly caloric item on the menu.
.

His comedic self-presentation is amplified by this final request: "Please let

me know what you're doing: do you like Chinese food (and if so, what
kind?), do you like old movies (and if so, which ones?), do you think I'm too
weird to write back to? I'll look forward to your responses, comments, 'complaints, etc." In her response letter, Dora picks up the topics of movies and
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food. "I to enjoy the old movies and (love Chinese food)," she writes, but
then goes on to conclude about them both, "so [I] guess that make two of us
that are (weird)." Notice that while she responds to his question, "do you
think I'm too weird to write back to?", writing back is itself material evidence
that Dora doesn't find Don's tastes too weird. Dora is, as she puts it, "looking
forward to writing back this is my first letter I ever wrote."
Over the next few weeks, their letters follow this pattern. Don writes ex-

tended and humorous anecdotes that portray him as a man at odds with
himself at work, school, and home, and Dora offers consolation by letting
him know how amusing she and the other women in her class find his stories: "Rachel [her teacher] ask me to read your letter to the class we all
though that your grandmother and father was funning about the candy."
After dutifully playing audience for some weeks, however, Dora dramatically reverses the pattern when she not only asserts herself as a narrator, but
as the narrator of tragic rather than comedic events, in this letter which in its
entirety reads as follows:
I don't have must to siad this week a good frineds husband was kill satday at
3:15 the man who kill him is a good man he would give you the shirt off of
his back it is really self-defense but anyway I see police academy three it
was funny but not is good as the first two

Dora's narrative limns as stark a reality as any represented in the literacy letters. However, the abrupt shift from herself as a narrator who reflects on the
aftermath of violence to herself as the student who answers a teacher's questions "but anyway I see police academy three it was funny but not is good
as the first two " is, for me, one of those moments when the power of discourse seems the most absolute.
It's not implausible to imagine that in telling a narrative Dora is trying
out the more positive subject position afforded narrators by the discourse of
art, and that Don has held throughout their correspondence. But art is only
a respite, it seems, for Dora shifts quickly from narrator back to student. Yet
in that brief moment when she inserts herself as the narrator, Dora takes on
the more complex subjectivity afforded by the discourse of art to narrators.
Though short, the story she tells is one in which the narrator's sympathies

are clearly divided between the survivorsthe friend and the murderera
narrative position that Dora grounds in the extenuating circumstances of
moral character (a good man "would give you the shirt off of his back") and
law ("it is really self-defense"). Her narrative point of view considers not the
grisly fact of murder and not even what motivated the murder, but the notion that murder is a consequence of circumstances rather than character.
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Narrative strikes me as a potentially effective mode of resistance, for the
rules governing storytelling more or less require Don to respond to the content of Dora's narrative. Since Dora attentuated the full interruptive force of
the discourse of art on educational discourse, however, by interjecting the
comment about the movie, she effectively lost her hold on the rhetorical
practice in which the narrative critiques a teacher's exclusive right to initiate
topics. The abrupt shift from narrator back to audience returns, or offers to
return, teacher and student alike to the already established subject positions
of teacher/narrator and student/audience.
Even if Dora's interjection is understood as hesitation, Don might have
assisted her by simply responding to the content of her story. He might have
asked about motive or even asked why she says nothing about the victim.
But Don's response suggests only that he is nonplussed:
I'm sorry to hear about the problem that you wrote about last week. It's always hard to know what to say when the situation is as unusual as that one.
I hope that everything is getting a little better, at least for you trying to
know what to say and do in that situation.

Several issues about the fragility of the unity that even the most privileged
subjects are able to achieve in language and discourse come immediately to
mind. Most obvious, perhaps, is the syntactic lapse in the final sentence ("I
hope that everything is getting a little better, at least for you trying to know
what to say and do in that situation"). Less obvious, though equally to the
point, is the way that Don's linguistic facility, under the circumstances, only
amplifies the discursive inadequacy of this passage as a response to the content of her narrative.
Bearing in mind that she has just told a story in which the "problem" is

the aftermath of murderher friend's husband is dead and the good man
who killed him presumably faces prisonthe assertion that this is a matter
of mannersIt's always hard to know what to say when the situation is as
unusual as that one " is not simply inappropriate. It constitutes a discursive retreat that threatens to reconstitute Don and Dora in the most profoundly alienated subject relationship of allself and otherand to give
over their more or less satisfying discursive relationship as narrator and au-

dience. Even the demonstrative adjective, that, underscores the distance
Don places between himself and the world in which he resides and the
other and the world in which she resides. The contrast between this awkward first paragraph and the plans to visit his grandmother on Mother's Day
that complete his letter effectively reiterates the terms of their continued
correspondence.
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In her next letter, Dora again responds to the content of Don's letter, "I
am glad to hear that you are going to see your grandmother." And though
she makes no further mention in this or any letter of the murder, she writes
"I hope you get more energy about work," which remark is followed by:
I wouldn't want to see you living in Kensington with the rest of us bunis,
ha ha

It certainly looks as if she has acknowledged the threat of othering by noting
that his self-proclaimed and amply documented laziness throughout their
correspondence would, in the eyes of many, make him one of the others
"the rest of us bums" whose subjectivity he's denying. That her class antag-

onism increases after the next letter, in which he narrates in the usual
humorous detail his visit with his grandmother, is evident in the fact that for

the first time she makes no reference to his anecdote and ends a brief account of her own Mother's Day with, "I got call back to work today. I am very
nervous about it. it like started a new job." In his next letter, in which he

makes no mention of her job, Don follows yet another extended narrative
about a day at the beach with "Keep cool and write soon!" But this time Dora
ignores both the narrative and the imperatives and does not write again.
Don's response is characteristic of the kind of discursive uneasiness that
arises whenever one of the students interrupts the educational practice that

deems such working-class concerns as neighborhood violence irrelevant.
And while this is admittedly one of the more dramatic examples, it suggests
the extent to which unacknowledged tension over the control of subject positions contributes to rather than alleviates class antagonism, for we see that
the teacher's desire to be preserved as the unified subject of an educational
discursive practice that transcends class overrides the student's desire to narrate herself as a subject unified in relation to the violence that visited her
working-class neighborhood.

Rita and Esther
The second example comes from the six-letter exchange between an experienced secondary English teacher I'll call Rita and the most fluent and pro-

lific writer from the ABE class, a student I'll call Esther. The set itself is
unusual, since these are the only correspondents whose letters are often of
similar length. From the outset, it's easy to see that Esther is not only actively
resisting playing "student" but sometimes even tries to play "teacher." In re-

sponse to Rita's initial letter, for instance, Esther first compliments her
"My classmates and I read your wonderful letter" but then faults her for
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what she neglected to mention: "you never stated your age or your country
in the letter. And also where your Grandmother's home was." And unlike
the other ABE writers, in her first and subsequent letters, Esther asks for information that Rita has neither offered nor alluded to:
What is it like where you live and what are the shopping areas like. How is
the transportation and the Climate there. What kind of food do you like to
eat. You didn't say if you were married, or if you have children. Please write
back and let me know.

Though this is admittedly an insight considerably improved by hindsight,
the class antagonism that erupts later can probably be traced to Rita's ambivalance about their relationship, for she seems unable either to accept Esther's assumption that they are peers or to assert herself as a teacher. Rita's
reluctance to declare herself as either a teacher or a peer may explain her
refusal to do more than name the suburb she lives in or the nearby mall in
answer to questions like "What is it like where you live and what are the
shopping areas like." In short, Rita replies but does not answer Esther's
questions.
In a letter near the end of their correspondence, following yet one more
futile effort to establish what Rita's life is like "Do you live near a beach or
the shore? Are you going anywhere special this Summer ? " Esther writes
this explanation in response to Rita's comment that she sounded "a little discouraged" in her last letter:
I'm going to have to look for another house because, the Restate is Selling
the house unless somebody invests in it and wants me to stay his or her tennant. That is why I was a little discourage because I didn't have a chance to
save any money. I'll still answer your letters. Thank you for writing back.

This is a remarkable passage if only because it is one of the few times in the
literacy letters when anyone mentions money by name. There are plenty of
coded 'references to money: vacations taken or not taken, the buying of gifts,
the cost of public transportation and food. But this particular statement is

about money, about the simple economic fact that changing housing requires capital. And given what Esther has written, Rita's response strikes me
as a perverse misreading:
It is difficult to save money. Do you have any idea where you will move?
What kind of home are you planning to buy? Interest rates are low now.
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The peculiarity arises in the increasing unconnectedness of Rita's sentences
to Esther's assertions. The first sentence is a response to Esther's assertion
that she hasn't "had a chance to save any money." And the second sentence
relates to Esther's claim that she will probably have to move. But in light of
what Esther wrote, the assumption that Esther is planning to buy a house or
that interest rates are of any consequence to her is, to say the least, surprising. That the question confounds Esther is evident in her next letter, which
begins with a passing reference to Rita's sister, whose illness Rita mentioned

in her last letter, followed by a brief but pointed attempt to correct the
misunderstanding:
I'm very sorry to hear about your sister. I hope she gets better. About the
house. The only way I could buy a house is by hitting a number in the
Lotto.

As lessons in elementary economics go this is about as clear as any I know.
Yet Rita's response to this assertion is, on the face of it, even more bizarre
than her statement that "Interest rates are low now." To wit, she ignores Esther's topic, which is housing, and reintroduces gambling, Lotto, as a topic
they might discuss:
Do you play Lotto frequently? I never think that I can ever win one of
those lotteries. Did you ever know anyone who won? Some people play
faithfully.

This is a near perfect example of cross-talk, for two conversations are now in

playone about housing and another about gambling. And were this a conversation between peers, Rita would be charged with illicitly changing the
topic, since it is she who played the conversational gambit in which Esther's
instructive hyperbole "the only way I could buy a house is if I win the
Lotto is taken at its face value, and Lotto, which is not the topic but the
comment, is transformed into the topic, now in the form of questions about
gambling. It's a familiar teacher's gambit for controlling what does and does
not count as knowledge, a remnant, perhaps, of the institutionalized silencing that Michelle Fine suggests "more intimately informs low-income, public schooling than relatively privileged situations" (158).
The salient fact here is that educational discourse empowers teachers to
determine what is worthwhile in a student's contributions, presumably even
if that judgment has little or no linguistic basis and even if a teacher-student
relationship is not entirely warranted. Remember that Esther has been representing herself as an adult whose financial status is precarious and that she
651

643

Cross-Talk in Comp Theory

has gone to some pains not to occupy the student position that Rita has finally assigned her. It is in Esther's final letter, in which she makes one last
attempt to establish subjective parity between herself and Rita, that we see
the devastating pedagogical consequences of preserving this particular privilege of educational discursive practice.
I don't play the Lotto everyday except on my birthday when it July 11
(7/11). I'm really messing up this letter. I'm going to an award dinner on
May 30th at 7 p.m. And when I get a lucky number. I don't know anyone
that ever won. Thank you for your nice letter. Bye for now.

Esther wrote better letters at the beginning than at the end of the semester.
The disintegration of syntax in this her last letter ("when it" for "which is")
augurs the disappearance of the working-class adult subject she has been
representing and the articulation of the Adult Basic Writer, a subject unified
by its errors, its sentence fragments ("And when I get a lucky number") and
its rhetorical disjunctures (the sentences and phrases whose meanings are
recoverable only by association). That Esther sees the failure as her own,
"I'm really messing up this letter," echoes Foucault's assertion that it is the
power of discourse to create the illusion that "it is we, and we alone, who
give it that power." Finally overwhelmed by educational discourse, the adult
subject retreats into silence.
Ellen and Pat

The eight-letter exchange between the student and teacher I'll call Pat and
Ellen is by many standards, including my own, the most successful not simply because they wrote the most often, but because Pat's letters grew longer
and her errors fewer over the two months she corresponded with Ellen.
While she shares the other teachers' aversion to class, Ellen differs considerably from them in her initial and repeated representation of herself as unified in relation to family: "I have been married for 21 years," "[I am] the
mother of two teenagers," "I'm a very family-centered person." Ellen's representation of her familial self is often completed or articulated by Pat, when,
for example, she writes "I'm all so marry for 221/2 year. I have 4 kids." The
self unified in relation to family is reminiscent of that represented in many
of the working-class narratives, except that the self articulated in their letters
is decidedly female.
That gender is a crucial dimension of their subjectivity first becomes apparent when Ellen responds to Pat's physical description of herself with this

measured assertion of identification: "It sounds as though you and I look
652

644

On the Subjects of Class and Gender in "The Literacy Letters"

somewhat alike." In this instance, it is Ellen who articulates or completes a
representation of self initiated by Pat and hence Ellen who identifies herself
as the embodied female subject represented in Pat's physical description.
This particular articulation stands out because it is the only corporeal rep-

resentation of self in the letters and' because it

is

also the only self-

representation offered by one of the students with which a teacher identifies
or articulates. To be sure, Ellen's articulation is tenuous, qualified immediately by "somewhat," and later by assertions such as "I'm trying to lose some
weight before the summer season comes so I won't be so embarrassed in my
bathing suit" that suggest the middle-class woman's all too familiar and uneasy relationship to her body.
In the course of their reciprocal articulation, and the co-construction of
themselves as gendered subjects, Pat and Ellen tell and respond to stories
that narrate their shared concerns as mothers. And it is as mother-women
that they ignore the class differences that overwhelm the correspondents in

the other two examples. Their mutual concern for their children's education, for instance, overrides material differences between their children's ac-

tual access to education. Ellen writes that she and her husband will be
traveling to Williamsburg to bring their daughter home from college for the
summer: "So far, each year that we've gone we've had to move her in the
rain. It would be nice to be able to keep dry for once during all of the trips
back and forth to the car." Pat advises Ellen to "think positive," attending not
to the fact that Ellen's daughter attends a private college while her son goes
to a local community college, but to the prediction that it will probably rain.
In what appears to be yet another attempt to lift Ellen's spirits, Pat then recalls that she, her husband, and three children took a trip to Williamsburg
eight years earlier, about which she has only this to say: "Williamsburg is a
beautiful place."

Toward the end of their correspondence, Ellen and Pat recount their
Mother's Days. Ellen's story is short:
I hope you had an enjoyable Mother's Day. Did your family treat you to
dinner? B [Ellen's daughter] cooked the meal and we had a combination
Mother's Day and birthday celebration. My husband was one of those
Mother's Day presents when he was born so every eighth year his birthday
and Mother's Day fall on the same weekend so it was quite a festive time
with lots going on.

Pat responds with an elaborate narrative, at least four times longer than any
letter she has written, in the course of which she introduces class concerns
that unify her identity as the mother and hence differentiate her experience
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as a mother from Ellen's. In other words, Pat's narrative interrupts their mutually constructed gender identity with a representation of herself as a subject unified in relation to Mother's Day that differs considerably from the
self represented in Ellen's narrative.
In the first of five episodes, Pat establishes mood, explaining that on the
Thursday evening before Mother's Day, after finally succeeding in bathing
and putting the younger children to bed, she found herself "down hartit"
and worrying about how hard her husband works at his two jobs and how his
not being at home much means that she feels "like a mom and a dad." She
follows this orientation to her state of mind with a second episode in which
her two older children ask what she wants for Mother's Day. She reports
telling her son that "a card will do" but confiding to her daughter that "what
I want you can't affordit." Pressed by the daughter to tell, she admits to wanting "a ciling fane for my dinning room." Pat indicates that a ceiling fan is out
of the question by writing "she laugh and so did I laugh." The third episode,
which opens with an account of the complicated childcare arrangements
made in order for her son to take her window shopping for ceiling fans that
Friday evening, includes: a brief description of the shopping spree ("there
are lots of fanes to look at but I like this one fane a lots"); a scene in which
the son surprises her by giving her the money to buy the fan; and an account

of what happens when they return home where the children are waiting
("They all where happy for mom but not as thrill as I was inside of me"). On
Saturday, the fourth episode begins with a gift of flowers from her son and

his "girl friend" and concludes with dinner with the younger children at
McDonald's, where a young woman at the counter tells Pat that her son "is
an inspiration to the young people here" who "miss he but there is hope for
the future." (In a previous letter Pat has explained that her ,son worked at
McDonald's for a year and a half while attending a local community college, but had since taken a job at a hospital where, after three promotions,
he was making 10% more than he had as manager of the night shift at McDonald's.) She concludes the fourth episode with "I was so proud of him.
Went I was told this." The fifth and final episode begins on Mother's Day
morning with her husband making breakfast, after which she receives a box
of candy from the smaller children, a card containing ten dollars from all

the children, two "short sets" from her grandson, and yet another box of
candy from the son's "girl friend." Reflecting on events in the conclusion of
her letter, Pat writes: "I was surprize it was a beautiful motherday weekend. I
feel like I writing a book so I am lifeing now."
The demonstrations of familial affection in Pat's narrative apparently resolve her internal conflict (discouragement). In a family where money is
scarcethe husband works two jobs, the son holds a full-time job while at-

646

654

On the Subjects of Class and Gender in 'The Literacy Letters"

tending community college, and the daughter is employedthe members
shower the mother with cash and commodities. Rather than confine their

celebration of the mother to servicecooking for her or dining outthe
family extends it to include both the material tokensthe flowers, the fan,

the clothes, and the candyand the thrill of consumptionthe material
event of shopping and paying for the fan. The ritual acts of consumption
and service that dramatize the mother's value in this working-class family
temporarily align all its members with the economy. In other words, the eco-

nomic realities that are continually threatening its unity are replaced by a
four-day fantasy in which the family compensates the mother for her emotional and physical labor.
Middle-class families do not ordinarily celebrate motherhood with consumption rituals. What Ellen has described is the familiar middle-class service ritual in which the mother is released from the specific task of cooking,

a symbol of the domestic responsibilities that threaten to alienate those
mothers who also work outside the home from their families. In response to

Pat's narrative, Ellen writes, "I enjoyed hearing about all your very nice
Mother's Day surprises. It sounds as though you have a very loving and considerate family. They must really appreciate how hard you work and all of
the many things you do for them." Ellen's is a gracious comment that fully
acknowledges their shared understanding of mothers' work and once again
articulates their mutual identity as gendered subjects. But Ellen's response
fails to articulate Pat's representation of her own and, by extension, Ellen's
subjectivity as contingent on class. It's not just that their families understand

the mother differently. I suspect that the working-class celebration of the
mother would strike Ellen as too much and that the middle-class celebration would strike Pat as too little. Differences in their material circumstances separate them as mothers (neither Ellen nor her middle-class family
need ritual relief from economic hardships), and Ellen's comment fails to
acknowledge that Pat's class-based narrative places them in distinct rather
than the same subject positions as women.
Ellen concludes her letter with a suggestion that draws Pat's attention to
what is not said. "Since this is the last week of your classes you can wrtie (sic)
me at my home address if you think that you will have the time and would
like to continue writing. I know that I would enjoy hearing from you." Pat
understands the absence of any expressed desire to write as well as read her
letters to mean that Ellen has lost the enthusiasm for writing she expressed
in earlier correspondence: "At first I was nervous about writing to someone I
didn't know, but now I enjoy writing them and look forward to your letter
each week." By invoking the institutional auspices under which- they have

been corresponding"this is the last week of your classes" Ellen effec655
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tively shifts from the discourse of art in which they have both been representing and articulating their subjectivity as mothers in personal narratives
to the educational discourse in which Pat would presumably be a student
writing for a teacher.
Pat interrupts the shift in discourse and subject positions that Ellen has
suggested when she writes: "I would like to know, if you would still writing
me, or not if not it has been nice writing to you. I don't know if it help you
are not, I know it has help me a lot. Thank you very must." Pat offers yet
another version of their educational relationship in which she and Ellen
would continue to learn from one another by corresponding, but she makes
it clear, I think, that the decision to write as well as read is Ellen's. And Ellen
chooses not to write back.

CONCLUSION
Since the late 1970s, that is, since the publication of Pierre Bourdieu and
Jean-Claude Passeron's Reproduction in Education, Society and Culture,
many teachers and parents, and some administrators and social theorists and
social scientists, have been concerned about the extent to which schools not
only tolerate but legitimate the very forms of classism, racism, and sexism
that American education is publicly charged with eliminating. I mention
this by way of pointing out that law provides educational opportunity for
those it designates as the subjects of social and economic discrimination. In-

deed, it is the state that provides a good deal of the funding for the Adult
Basic Education program that the working-class students in the study were
attending. Yet the data remind us that law does not protect these students
from the dialect of educational discourse in which a teacher's control over
discursive practice is contingent on the ideology that classroom language
transcends class, race, and gender.
The teachers in this study are not ogresfar from it. They are energetic
and inventive practitioners committed to universal education. In their writing, however, that commitment manifests itself in an approach to teaching
and learning that many educators share in this country, a view that insists
that the classroom is a separate world of its own, in which teachers and students relate to one another undistracted by the classism, racism, and sexism
that rage outside the classroom. Discursive hegemony of teachers over stu-

dents is usually posed and justified in developmental termsas cognitive
deficits, emotional or intellectual immaturity, ignorance, and most recently,
cultural literacyany one of which would legitimate asymmetrical relationships between its knowing subjects, teachers, and its unknowing subjects,
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students. To the credit of the teachers who participated in this study, none
took the usual recourse of justifying their discursive control by focusing on
errors in spelling, grammar, and mechanics that are indubitably there and
that make reading the literacy letters as difficult as reading Lacan, Derrida,
Foucault, or Althusser. Yet the teachers frenetically protected educational
discourse from class, and in their respective refusals to admit class concerns
into the letters, they first distanced and then alienated themselves from their
correspondents.
While educational discourse defends its privileged subjects against resistance, against the violence that Dora narrates, against Esther's lesson in economics, and even against Pat's much celebrated mother, the linguistic and
rhetorical uneasiness with which these attempts to articulate working-class
subjectivity were met suggests that the class-free discourse that seems im-

mutable in theory is, in practice, a source of some ambivalence for the
teachers in this study. What is immediately challenged by the narratives is
the rhetorical practice in which the privileges of one subjectto tell stories
or decide what the topic ismaterially diminish the rights of other subjects.
What is ultimately challenged is the ideology that class, and by extension
race and gender differences, are present in American society but absent
from American classrooms. If that's true, it is only true because the representation by students of those concerns inside educational discourse goes unarticulated by teachers.
To teach is to authorize the subjects of educational discourse. We have
all been faced with the choice that Pat gave Ellen. To say no to writing is to
say no to differences that matter to those students who live on the margins of
an educational discourse that insists that they articulate themselves as the
subjects teachers represent, or not at all. To say yes to writing is to say yes to
those alternative subjectivities that Dora, Esther, and Pat represent in their

writing and that are left unchallenged when unarticulated by Don, Rita,
and Ellen. In this instance, teachers and students alike lose the opportunity
to question the extent to which class figures in any individual's rendering of
a unified self. Resistance inside educational discourse is then a practice in
cooperative articulation on the part of students and teachers who actively
seek to construct and understand the differences as well as similarities between their respective subject positions.
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WHERE WE HAVE COME FROM
In 1985, when I was chair of CCCC, as my chair's address I gave what might
he called my own State of the Profession Report. On the whole it was a posi-

tive report. I rejoiced in the progress we had made in the previous .fifteen
years in establishing our work as a discipline and I pointed out that we were
creating a new paradigm for the teaching of writing, one that focused on
process and on writing as a way of learning. I asserted that we teach writing
for its own sake, as a primary intellectual activity that is at the heart of a college education. I insisted that writing courses must not be viewed as service
courses. Writing courses, especially required freshman courses, should not
be for anything or about anything other than writing itself, and how one uses
it to learn and think and communicate.
I also warned in my Chair's address that if we hoped to flourish as a profession, we would have to establish our psychological and intellectual independence from the literary critics who are at the center of power in most
English departments; that we could not develop our potential and become
fully autonomous scholars and teachers as long as we allowed our sense of
self worth to depend on the approval of those who define English departments as departments of literary criticism.
We've continued to make important strides since 1985. We have more
graduate programs in rhetoric and composition, more tenure track positions

Reprinted from College Composition and Communication 43.2 (May 1992): 179-95. Used
with permission.
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in composition created each year, more and larger conferences, and so
many new journals that one can scarcely keep up with them. In those years,

I've stayed optimistic about the profession and gratified by the role I've
played in its growth.

WHERE WE SEEM TO BE HEADING
Now, however, I see a new model emerging for freshman writing programs,
a model that disturbs me greatly. It's a model that puts dogma before diversity, politics before craft, ideology before critical thinking, and the social
goals of the teacher before the educational needs of the student. It's a regressive model that undermines the progress we've made in teaching writing,

one that threatens to silence student voices and jeopardize the processoriented, low-risk, student-centered classroom we've worked so hard to establish as the norm. It's a model that doesn't take freshman English seriously
in its own right but conceives of it as a tool, something to be used. The new
model envisions required writing courses as vehicle's for social reform rather
than as student-centered workshops designed to build students' confidence
and competence as writers. It is a vision that echoes that old patronizing rationalization we've heard so many times before: students don't have anything to write about so we have to give them topics. Those topics used to be
literary; now they're political.
I don't suggest that all or even most freshman writing courses are turning this way. I have to believe that most writing teachers have too much
common sense and are too concerned with their students' growth as writers
to buy into this new philosophy. Nevertheless, everywhere I turn I find composition faculty, both leaders in the profession and new voices, asserting that
they have not only the right, but the duty, to put ideology and radical politics
at the center of their teaching.
Here are four revealing quotations from recent publications. For instance, here is James Laditka in the Journal of Advanced Composition:
All teaching supposes ideology; there simply is no value free pedagogy. For

these reasons, my paradigm of composition is changing to one of critical
literacy, a literacy of political consciousness and social action. (361)

Here is Charles Paine in a lead article in College English:
Teachers need to recognize that methodology alone will not ensure radical
visions of the world. An appropriate course content is necessary as well. .
.
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[E]quality and democracy are not transcendent values that inevitably
emerge when one learns to seek the truth through critical thinking.
Rather, if those are the desired values, the teacher must recognize that he
or she must influence (perhaps manipulate is the more accurate word) students' values through charisma or power lie or she must accept the role
as manipulator. Therefore it is of course reasonable to try to inculcate into
our students the conviction that the dominant order is repressive. (563-64)

Here is Patricia Bizzell:
We must help our students . . to engage in a rhetorical process that can
collectively generate
knowledge and beliefs to displace the repressive
ideologies an unjust social order would prescribe.
. I suggest that we
must be forthright in avowing the ideologies that motivate our teaching
and research. For instance, [in an experimental composition course he
teaches at Purdue] James Berlin might stop trying to be value-neutral and
anti-authoritarian in the classroom. Berlin tells his students he is a Marxist
but disavows any intention of persuading them to his point of view. Instead,
he might openly state that this course aims to promote values of sexual
equality and left-oriented labor relations and that this course will challenge
students' values insofar as they conflict with these aims. Berlin and his colleagues might openly exert their authority as teachers to try to persuade students to agree with their values instead of pretending that they are merely
investigating the nature of sexism and capitalism and leaving students to
draw their own conclusions. (670)
.

.

.

.

.

.

Here is C. H. Knoblauch:
We are, ultimately, compelled to choose, to make, express, and act upon
our commitments, to denounce the world, as Freire says, and above all oppression and whatever arguments have been called upon to validate it.
Moreover our speech may well have to be boldly denunciative at times if it
is to affect its hearers in the midst of their intellectual and political comfort. . . We are obliged to announce ourselves so that, through the very
The
process of self-assertion, we grow more conscious of our axioms. .
quality of our lives as teachers depends on our willingness to discover
through struggle ever more fruitful means of doing our work. The quality
of our students' lives depends on [it]. ("Rhetorical" 139)
.

.

.

These quotations do not represent just a few instances that I ferreted out
to suit my thesis; you will find similar sentiments if you leaf through only a
few of the recent issues of College English, Rhetoric Review, College Composition and Communication, Journal of Advanced Composition, Focuses, and oth661

653

Cross-Talk in Comp Theory

ers. Some names that you might look for in addition to the ones I've quoted
are James Berlin, John Trimbur, Lester Faigley, Richard Ohmann, and Linda
Brodkey. At least forty percent of the essays in The Right to Literacy, the proceedings of a 1988 conference sponsored by the Modern Language Association in Columbus, Ohio, echo such sentiments, and a glance at the program
for the 1991 CCCC convention would confirm how popular such ideas were
among the speakers. For that same convention, the publisher Harper Collins
sponsored a contest to award grants to graduate students to attend; the topic

they were asked to write on was "Describe the kind of freshman writing
course you would design." Nearly all of the contestants described a politicallyfocused course. All ten essays in the 1991 MLA publication Contending with
Words recommend turning writing courses in this direction.

Distressingly often, those who advocate such courses show open contempt for their students' values, preferences, or interests. For example, in an
article in College English, Ronald Strickland says, "The teacher can best facilitate the production of knowledge by adapting a confrontational stance
toward the student.
Above all, the teacher should avoid the pretense of
detachment, objectivity, and autonomy." He admits that his position "conflicts with the expectations of some students [and] these students make it difficult for me to pursue my political/intellectual agenda" (293).
David Bleich dismisses his students' resistance with equal ease:
.

.

.

There is reason to think that students want to write about what they say
they don't want to write about. They want a chance to write about racism,
classism, and homophobia even though it makes them uncomfortable. But
what I think makes them most uncomfortable is to surrender the paradigm
of individualism and to see that paradigm in its sexist dimensions.

He cites his students' religion as one of the chief obstacles to their enlightenment:
Religious views collaborate with the ideology of individualism and with
sexism to censor the full capability of what people can say and write.... By
."religious values" I mean belief in the savability of the individual human
soul. The ideal of the nuclear family, as opposed to the extended or communal family, permits the overvaluation of the individual child and the individual soul. (167)

And here is Dale Bauer in an article from College English:
I would argue that political commitmentespecially feminist commit mentis a legitimate classroom strategy and rhetorical imperative. The
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feminist agenda offers a goal toward our students' conversions to emanciIn teaching identification and teaching femipatory critical action.
nism, I overcome a vehement insistence on pluralistic relativism or on
individualism.
.

.

.

Bauer acknowledges that her students resist her political agenda. She says,
There is an often overwhelming insistence on individualism and isolation ... [They] labor at developing a critical distance to avoid participating
in "the dialectic of resistance and identification."

Bauer quotes one of her students as saying in an evaluation,
"The teacher consistently channels class discussions around feminism and
does not spend time discussing the comments that oppose her beliefs. In
fact, she usually twists them around to support her beliefs."

Bauer dismisses such objections, however, claiming she has to accept her
authority as rhetor because "anything less ends up being an expressivist
model, one which reinforces . the dominant patriarchal culture" (389).
Often these advocates are contemptuous of other teachers' approaches
to teaching or the goals those teachers set for their students. For example,
Lester Faigley assails the advice given about writing a job application letter
.

.

in a standard business writing text:
In the terms of [the Marxist philosopher] Althusser, [the applicant who
writes such a letter] has voluntarily assented his subjectivity within the
dominant ideology and thus has reaffirmed relations of power. By presenting himself as a commodity rather than as a person, he has not only made
an initial.gesture of subservience like a clog presenting its neck, but he has
also signaled his willingness to continue to be subservient. (251)

In discussing Linda Flower's cognitive, problem-solving approach to
teaching writing, James Berlin calls it, "the rationalization of economic activity. The pursuit of self-evident and unquestioned goals in the composing
process parallels the pursuit of self-evident and unquestioned profit-making
goals in the corporate market place." (What a facile non-logical leap!) He
continues in the same article to deride Donald Murray's and Peter Elbow's
approaches to writing because of their focus on the individual, saying
Expressionist rhetoric is inherently and debilitatingly divisive of political
protest.... Beyond that, expressionist rhetoric is easily co-opted by the very
capitalist forces it opposes. After all, this rhetoric can be used to reinforce
the entrepreneurial virtues capitalism values most: individualism, private
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initiative, the confidence for risk taking, the right to be contentious with
authority (especially the state). (491)

HOW WE GOT HERE
But how did all this happen? Why has the cultural left suddenly claimed
writing courses as their political territory?
There's no simple answer, of course. Major issues about social change
and national priorities are involved, and I cannot digress into those concerns
in this essay. But my first response is, "You see what happens when we allow
writing programs to be run by English departments?" I'm convinced that the

push to change freshman composition into a political platform for the
teacher has come about primarily because the course is housed in English
departments.
As the linguistics scholar John Searle pointed out in a detailed and informative article in The New York Review of Books, the recent surge of the
cultural left on major American campuses has centered almost entirely in
English departments. He says,
The most congenial home left for Marxism, now that it has been largely
discredited as a theory of economics and politics, is in departments of literary criticism. And [because] many professors of literature no longer care
about literature in ways that seemed satisfactory to earlier generations
.
they teach it as a means of achieving left-wing political goals or as an occasion for exercises in deconstruction, etc. (38)
.

.

I theorize that the critical literary theories of deconstruction, poststructuralism (both declining by now), and Marxist critical theory have
trickled down to the lower floors of English departments where freshman
English dwells. Just as they have been losing their impact with faculty above
stairs, they have taken fresh root with those dwelling below.
Deconstructionists claim that the privileged texts of the canon are only

reflections of power relations and the dominant class structures of their
eras. Thus the job of the literary critic is to dissect Shakespeare or Milton or

Eliot or Joyce to show how language reflects and supports the "cultural
hegemony" of the time. They also claim that all meaning is indeterminate
and socially constructed; there is no objective reality nor truth that can be
agreed on.
Marxist criticism echoes these sentiments. For example, Ronald Strickland writes in College English:
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Marxist critics have demonstrated that conventional literary studies have
been more complicitous . than any other academic discipline in the reproduction of the dominant ideology.
Traditional English studies helps
to maintain liberal humanism through its emphasis on authorial genius... .
[Thus] there is a political imperative to resist the privileging of individualism in this practice, for, as Terry Eagleton has demonstrated, it amounts to a
.

.

.

.

.

form of coercion in the interests of conservative, elitist politics. (293)

All these claims strike me as silly, simplistic, and quite undemonstrable.
Nevertheless, if one endorses these intellectual positionsand sympathizes
with the politics behind them it's easy to go to the next step and equate
conventional writing instruction with conventional literary studies. Then
one can say that because standard English is the dialect of the dominant
class, writing instruction that tries to help students master that dialect merely
reinforces the status quo and serves the interest of the dominant class. An instructor who wants to teach students to write clearly becomes part of a capitalistic plot to control the workforce. What nonsense! It seems to me that one

could argue with more force that the instructor who fails to help students
master the standard dialect conspires against the working class.

How easy for theorists who, by the nature of the discipline they have
chosen, already have a facile command of the prestige dialect to denigrate
teaching that dialect to students. Have they asked those students what they
want to learn? And how easy for these same theorists to set up straw men ar-

guments that attack a mechanistic, structuralist, literature-based model of
composition and call it "conservative, regressive, deterministic, and elitist"
(Knoblauch, "Literacy" 76) when they know such models have long been
discredited in the professional literature.
But I think this is what happens when composition theorists remain psychologically tied to the English departments that are their base. Partly out of

genuine interest, I'm sure, but also out of a need to belong to and be approved by the power structure, they immerse themselves in currently fashionable critical theories, read the authors that are chic Foucault, Bahktin,
Giroux, Eagleton, and Cixous, for examplethen look for ways those theories can be incorporated into their own specialty, teaching writing.
This, according to Searle's article, means that they subscribe to a view of
the role of the humanities in universities that is
based on two primary assumptions. 1. They believe that Western civi.
lization in general, and the United States in particular, are in large part oppressive, patriarchal, hegemonic, and in need of replacement or at least
.

.

transformation. 2. The primary function of teaching the humanities is
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political; they [the cultural left] do not really believe the humanities are
valuable in their own right except as a means of achieving social transformation. (38)

Searle goes on to point out that this debate about what is "hegemonic," "patriarchal," or "exclusionary" has been focused almost entirely in English
departments.
I find it hard to believe that most English professors seriously hold these
opinions or that they are ready to jettison their lifelong commitment to the
humanities, but evidently significant numbers do. News releases and many
professional articles suggest that these attitudes have permeated the Modern
Language Association, and the associate chair of the English Department at
the University of Texas recently said in a colloquium of the College of Liberal Arts that the "mission of English departments is always to oppose the
dominant culture."

For those who agree, how natural to turn to the freshman writing
courses. With a huge captive enrollment of largely unsophisticated students,
what a fertile field to cultivate to bring about political and social change.
Rhetoric scholars who go along will also get new respect now that they have
joined the ideological fray and formed alliances with literature faculty who
have been transforming their own courses.

Composition faculty who support such change can bring fresh respectability and attention to those often despised introductory English
courses now that they can be used for "higher purposes." They may even
find some regular faculty who will volunteer to teach freshman writing
when they can use it for a political forum. Five years ago the regular faculty
in our department at Texas tried to get rid of freshman English altogether by
having it taught entirely in extension or at the local community college; this

past year, many of those who had previously advocated abandoning the
course were in the forefront of the battle to turn it into a course about racism
and sexism. Now the course was suddenly worth their time.

The opportunity to make freshman English a vehicle for such social
crusades is particularly rich: in many universities, graduate students in Eng-

lish teach virtually all of the sections, graduate students who are already
steeped in post-structuralism and deconstruction theory, in the works of
Foucault, Raymond Williams, Terry Eagleton, and Stanley Fish, and in
feminist theory. Too often they haven't been well trained in how ,to teach
writing and are at a loss about what they should be doing with their students.
How easy then to focus the course on their own interests, which are often
highly political. Unfortunately, when they try to teach an introductory composition course by concentrating on issues rather than on craft and critical
666
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thinking, large numbers of their students end up feeling confused, angry
and cheated.
I also believe that two major social forces outside the liberal arts are contributing to creating the environment that has given rise to this new model.
The first is the tremendous increase in diversity of our student population, especially in states like California and Texas and in all our major cities.
With changing demographics, we face an ethnic and social mix of students
in our classes that previews for us what our institutions are going to be like in
the year 2000. These students bring with them a kaleidoscope of experiences, values, dialects, and cultural backgrounds that we want to respond to
positively and productively, using every resource we can to help them adapt
to the academic world and become active participants in it. The code words
for our attempts to build the kind of inclusive curriculum that we need have
become "multiculturalism" and "cultural diversity." They're good terms, of
course. Any informed and concerned educator endorses them in the abstract. The crucial question, however, is how one finds concrete ways to put
them into practice, and also how one guards against their becoming what
Richard Weaver called "god terms" that can be twisted to mean anything an
ideologue wants them to mean.
As writing teachers, I think all of us are looking for ways to promote genuine diversity in our classes and yet keep two elements that are essential for
any state-of-the-art composition course.
First, students' own writing must be the center of the course. Students
need to write to find out how much they know and to gain confidence in
their ability to express themselves effectively. They do not need to be assigned essays to read so they will have something to write aboutthey bring
their subjects with them. The writing of others, except for that of their fellow
students, should be supplementary, used to illustrate or reinforce.
Second, as writing teachers we should stay within our area of professional expertise: helping students to learn to write in order to learn, to ex-

plore, to communicate, to gain control over their lives. That's a large
responsibility, and all that most of us can manage. We have no business getting into areas where we may have passion and conviction but no scholarly
base from which to operate. When classes focus on complex issues such as
racial discrimination, economic injustices, and inequities of class and gender, they should be taught by qualified faculty who have the depth of information and historical competence that such critical social issues warrant.
Our society's deep and tangled cultural conflicts can neither be explained
nor resolved by simplistic ideological formulas.
But one can run a culturally diverse writing course without sacrificing
any of its integrity as a writing course. Any writing course, required or not,
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can be wonderfully diverse, an exciting experience in which people of different cultures and experience learn about difference first-hand. More about
that shortly.

FORCES FROM OUTSIDE
The second major force I see at work is directly political. There's no question in my mind that this new radical stance of many composition faculty is
in some ways a corollary of the angry response many intellectuals have to
the excesses of right-wing, conservative forces that have dominated American politics for the past decade. Faculty in the liberal arts tend to be liberals
who are concerned about social problems and dislike the trends we've seen
in cutting funds for human services and for education. We're sick over the
condition of our country: one child in five living in poverty; one person in
eight hungry; 33 million people with no health insurance; a scandalous infant mortality rate; hundreds of thousands homeless. Yet we see our government spend billions on a dubious war. No need to go on we all know the
terrible inequities and contradictions of our society.
As educators of good will, we shouldn't even have to mention our anger
about racism and sexism in our societythat's a given, as is our commitment to work to overcome it. I, for one, refuse to be put on the defensive on
such matters of personal conscience or to be silenced by the fear that someone will pin a label on me if I don't share his or her vision of the world or
agree on how to improve it. Ad horninem arguments don't impress me.
But it's-entirely understandable that academics who are traditional liberals sympathize at first with those who preach reform, even when they sound
more radical than we'd like. On the surface we share common ground: we'd
all like to bring about a fairer, more compassionate society. But I fear that we
are in real danger of being co-opted by the radical left, coerced into acquiescing to methods that we abhor because, in the abstract, we have some mu-

tual goals. Some faculty may also fear being labeled "right-wing" if they
oppose programs that are represented as being "liberating." But we shouldn't be duped. Authoritarian methods are still authoritarian methods, no matter in what cause they're invoked. And the current battle is not one between
liberals and conservatives. Those who attempt to make it socolumnists
like George Willeither do not understand the agenda of the cultural left,
or they make the association in order to discredit liberal goals. Make no mis-

takethose on the cultural left are not in the least liberal; in fact, they despise liberals as compromising humanists. They're happy, however, to stir up
traditional liberal guilt and use it for their purposes.
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WHAT'S WRONG WITH THEIR GOALS?
Why do I object so strongly to the agenda that these self-styled radical teach-

ers want to establish for composition courses and freshman English in
particular?
First, I vigorously object to the contention that they have a righteven
a duty to use their classrooms as platforms for their own political views.

Such claims violate all academic traditions about the university being a
forum for the free exchange of ideas, a place where students can examine
different points of view in an atmosphere of honest and open discussion,
and, in the process, learn to think critically. It is a teacher's obligation to encourage diversity and exploration, but diversity and ideology will not flourish
together. By definition, they're incompatible.
By the logic of the cultural left, any teacher should be free to use his or
her classroom to promote any ideology. Why not facism? Racial superiority?
Religious fundamentalism? Anti-abortion beliefs? Can't any professor claim
the right to indoctrinate students simply because he or she is right? The argument is no different from that of any true believers who are convinced thdt
they own the truth and thus have the right to force it on others. My colleague

John Ruszkiewicz compares them to Milton's "the new forcers of conscience." We don't have to look far to see how frightening such arguments
really are. They represent precisely the kind of thinking that leads to "reeducation camps" in totalitarian governments, to putting art in the service of
propaganda, and to making education always the instrument of the state.
Those. who want to bring their ideology into the classroom argue that
since any classroom is necessarily political, the teacher might as well make it

openly political and ideological. He or she should be direct and honest
about his or her political beliefs; then the students will know where they
stand and everyone can talk freely. Is any experienced teacher really so naive
as to believe that? Such claims are no more than self-serving rationalizations
that allow a professor total freedom to indulge personal prejudices and avoid
any responsibility to be fair. By the same reasoning, couldn't one claim that
since we know it is impossible to find absolute, objective truths, we might
just as well abandon the search for truth and settle for opinion, superstition
and conjecture? Would that advance our students' education? Couldn't one
also say that since one can never be completely fair with one's children, one
might as well quit trying and freely indulge one's biases and favoritism? It's
astonishing that people who purport to be scholars can make such specious
arguments.

The real political truth about classrooms is that the teacher has all the
power; she sets the agenda, she controls the discussion, and she gives the
669
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grades. She also knows more and can argue more skillfully. Such a situation
is ripe for intellectual intimidation, especially in required freshman composition classes, and although I think it is unprofessional for teachers to bring
their ideology into any classroom, it is those freshman courses that I am especially concerned about.

THE THREAT TO FRESHMAN COURSES
I believe that the movement to make freshman English into courses in
which students must write about specific social issues threatens all the gains
we have made in teaching writing in the last fifteen years. I also think that
rather than promoting diversity and a genuine multicultural environment,
such courses actually work against those goals. Here are my reasons.
First, we know that students develop best as writers when they can write
about something they care about and want to know more about. Only then
will they be motivated to invest real effort in their work; only then can we
hope they will avoid the canned, cliched prose that neither they nor we take
seriously. Few students, however, will do their best when they are compelled
to write on a topic they perceive as politically charged and about which they
feel uninformed, no matter how thought-provoking and important the instructor assumes that topic to be. If freshmen choose to write about issues
involving race, class, and gender, that's fine. They should have every encouragement. I believe all topics in a writing class should be serious ones
that push students to think and to say something substantial. But the topic
should be their choice, a careful and thoughtful choice, to be sure, but not
what someone else thinks is good for them.
Second, we know that young writers develop best as writers when teachers are able to create a low-risk environment that encourages students to
take chances. We also know that novice writers can virtually freeze in the
writing classroom when they see it as an extremely high-risk situation. Apprehensive about their grades in this new college situation, they nervously
test their teachers to see what is expected of them, and they venture opinions only timidly. It is always hard to get students to write seriously and hon-

estly, but when they find themselves in a classroom where they suspect
there is a correct way to think, they are likely to take refuge in generalities
and responses that please the teacher. Such fake discourse is a kind of silence, the silence we have so often deplored when it is forced on the disadvantaged. But when we stifle creative impulse and make students opt for
survival over honesty, we have done the same thing. In too many instances,
670
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the first lesson they will learn as college students is that hypocrisy paysso
don't try to think for yourself.

My third objection to injecting prescribed political content into a re-

quired freshman course is that such action severely limits freedom of expression for both students and instructors. In my view, the freshman course on
racism and sexism proposed at the University of Texas at Austin in the spring
of 1990 would have enforced conformity in both directions. Students would
have had no choice of what to write about, and the instructors who were
graduate students would have had no choice about what to teach. Even if
they felt unqualified to teach the material and many didor believed that
the prescribed curriculum would work against their students' learning to

writeand many didthey had to conform to a syllabus that contradicted
their professional judgment and, often, their personal feelings. That course
has since been revised and the freshman course in place since the fall of
1991 offers choices to both students and teachers.

NEW POSSIBILITIES FOR FRESHMAN COURSES
I believe we can make freshman Englishor any other writing coursea
truly multicultural course that gives students the opportunity to develop
their critical and creative abilities and do it in an intellectually and ethically
responsible context that preserves the heart of what we have learned about
teaching writing in the past two decades.
First, I resist the effort to put any specific multicultural content at the
center of a writing course, particularly a freshman course, and particularly a
required course. Multicultural issues are too complex and diverse to be dealt
with fully and responsibly in an English course, much less a course in which
the focus should be on writing, not reading. Too often attempts to focus on
such issues encourage stereotyping and superficial thinking. For instance,
what English teacher wouldn't feel presumptuous and foolish trying to introduce Asian culture into a course when he or she can quickly think of at
least ten different Asian cultures, all of which differ from each other drasti-

cally in important ways? What about Hispanic culture? Can the teacher
who knows something of Mexico generalize about traditions of other Hispanic cultures? Can anyone teach the "black experience"? Do black men
and women whose forebears come from Haiti and Nigeria and Jamaica
share the experiences and heritage of African-Americans? Is Southern
culture a valid topic for study? Many people think so. What about Jewish
culture? But I don't need to labor the point. I only want to highlight the
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concerns any of us should have when the push for so-called multicultural

courses threatens the integrity of our discipline and the quality of our
teaching.
I believe, however, that we can create a culturally inclusive curriculum
in our writing classes by focusing on the experiences of our students. They
are our greatest multicultural resource, one that is authentic, rich, and truly
diverse. Every student brings to class a picture of the world in his or her
mind that is constructed out of his or her cultural background and unique
and complex experience. As writing teachers, we can help students articulate and understand that experience, but we also have the important job of
helping every writer to understand that each of us sees the world through
our on particular lens, one shaped by unique experiences. In order to communicate with others, we must learn to see through their lenses as well as try
to explain to them what we see through ours. In an interactive classroom
where students collaborate with other writers, this process of decentering so
one can understand the "other" can foster genuine multicultural growth.
Imagine, for example, the breadth of experience and range of difference
students would be exposed to in a class made up of students I have had in recent years.
One student would be from Malawi. The ivory bracelet he wears was

put on his arm at birth and cannot be removed; he writes about his tribal
legends. Another student is a young Vietnamese man who came to America
when he was eight; he writes about the fear he felt his first day in an Ameri-

can school because there were no walls to keep out bullets. Another is a
young Greek woman whose parents brought her to America to escape
poverty; she writes about her first conscious brush with sexism in the Greek
orthodox church. One student is the son of illegal aliens who followed the
harvests in Texas; he writes with passion about the need for young Hispanics
to get their education. A young black man writes about college basketball, a

culture about which he is highly knowledgeable. A young man from the
Texas panhandle writes about the traditions of cowboy boots and the ethical
dimensions of barbed wire fences. Another young black man writes about
the conflicts he feels between what he is learning in astronomy, a subject
that fascinates him, and the teachings of his church.
It's worth noting here that religion plays an important role in the lives of

many of our studentsand many of us, I'm surebut it's a dimension almost never mentioned by those who talk about cultural diversity and differ-

ence. In most classrooms in which there is an obvious political agenda,

studentseven graduate studentsare very reluctant to reveal their religious beliefs, sensing they may get a hostile reception. And with reasonre-

member the quotation from David Bleich. But a teacher who believes in
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diversity must pay attention to and respect students with deep religious convictions, not force them too into silence.
Real diversity emerges from the students themselves and flourishes in a
collaborative classroom in which they work together to develop their ideas
and test them out on each other. They can discuss and examine their experi-

ences, their assumptions, their values, and their questions. They can tell
their stories to each other in a nurturant writing community. As they are increasingly exposed to the unique views and experiences of others, they will
begin to appreciate differences and understand the rich tapestry of cultures
that their individual stories make up. But they will also see unified motifs
and common human concerns in that tapestry.
In this kind of classroom not all writing should be personal, expressive
writing. Students need a broader range of discourse as their introduction to
writing in college. The teacher can easily design the kinds of writing assign-

ments that involve argument and exposition and suggest options that encourage cross-cultural awareness. For instance, some suggested themes for
development might be these: family or community rituals; power relationships at all levels; the student's role in his or her family or group; their roles
as men and women; the myths they live by; cultural tensions within groups.
There are dozens more rich possibilities that could be worked out with the
cooperation of colleagues in other departments and within the class itself.
The strength of all the themes I've mentioned is that they're both individual and communal, giving students the opportunity to write something
unique to them as individuals yet something that will resonate with others in
their writing community. The beauty of such an approach is that it's organic.
It grows out of resources available in each classroom, and it allows students
to make choices, then discover more about others and themselves through

those choices. This approach makes the teacher a midwife, an agent for
change rather than a transmitter of fixed knowledge. It promotes a studentcentered classroom in which the teacher doesn't assume, as our would-be
forcers of conscience do, that he or she owns the truth. Rather the students
bring their own truths, and the teacher's role is to nurture change and
growth as students encounter individual differences. Gradually their truths
will change, but so will ours because in such a classroom one continually
learns from one's students.

This is the kind of freshman English class from which students can
emerge with confidence in their ability to think, to generate ideas, and to
present themselves effectively to the university and the community. It is a
class built on the scholarship, research, and experience that has enabled us
to achieve so much growth in our profession in the last fifteen years. It is
the kind of classroom we can be proud of as a discipline. I don't think we
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necessarily have to take freshman English out of English departments in
order to establish this model, but we do have to assert our authority as writing professionals within our departments and fiercely resist letting freshman English be used for anyone else's goals. We must hold on to the gains
we have made and teach writing in the ways we know best. Above all, we
must teach it for the students' benefit, not in the service of politics or anything else.

Freshman English is a course particularly vulnerable to takeover because English departments in so many universities and colleges refuse to
take it seriously and thus don't pay much attention to what happens in it.
They can wake up, however, to find that some political zealots take the
course very seriously indeed and will gladly put it to their own uses. The
scores of us who have been studying, writing, speaking, and publishing for
two decades to make freshman English the solid intellectual enterprise that
it now is must speak out to protect it from this kind of exploitation. It is time
to resist, time to speak up, time to reclaim freshman composition from those
who want to politicize it.
What is at stake is control of a vital element in our students' education
by a radical few. We can't afford to let that control stand.
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SECTION SIX

Continuing the Conversation
To consider giving expression to those who have traditionally been excluded
is necessarily to enter into the political in our conversations. Acts of exclusion and the attempts to reverse acts of exclusion are necessarily political.
But there remains the tradition that says that the academy is a hall of learning, not of political activity, that the object of education is to consider the
many-faceted in a many-faceted world, a stance that always seeks balance,
avoiding the polemics that seem synonymous with politics. Linda Flower argues that there can be a new balance in which research can be contextually

sensitive, with the context hinting at an awareness of the politicalScientific Talk that is not removed from Talk about Society. Patricia Bizzell, more
overtly political, calls for a similar integration in English Studies generally,
calling for an integration of literary studies and composition studies, an integration of Other Voices among the Voices. James Berlin provides a way of

integrating his earlier work on composition theory's epistemological assumptions with one theory of ideology that centers on ideology as discursive,
a reconsideration of Section Two's Talking in Terms of Discourse: What It
Is, How It's Taught. Finally, Richard Ohmann points to the political responsibility of the Professional, including the graduate student.

Each of these essays is generative. Berlin prompts us to look more
closely at the political in what we do, and his essay should prompt us to look
further into the literature which is currently reconsidering definitions of ideology. Flower asks us to reconsider what constitutes research and the social
in theory construction; Bizzell asks us to reconsider what English Studies is
and, by implication, to reconsider the fine line between integration and assimilation. Ohmann asks us to reconsider where our responsibilities lie (as
do all the authors in this collection). What follows, then, points to the need
for us to keep on talking.
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Rhetoric and Ideology
in the Writing Class
JAMES A. BERLIN

The question of ideology has never been far from discussions of writing in-

struction in the modern American college. It is true that some rhetorics
have denied their imbrication in ideology, doing so in the name of a disinterested scientism as seen, for example, in various manifestations of
current-traditional rhetoric. Most, however, have acknowledged the role of
rhetoric in addressing competing discursive claims of value in the social, political, and cultural. This was particularly evident during the sixties and sev-

enties, for example, as the writing classroom became one of the public
arenas for considering such strongly contested issues as Vietnam, civil rights,

and economic equality. More recently the discussion of the relation between ideology and rhetoric has taken a new turn. Ideology is here foregrounded and problematized in a way that situates rhetoric within ideology,
rather than ideology within rhetoric. In other words, instead of rhetoric act-

ing as the transcendental recorder or arbiter of competing ideological
claims, rhetoric is regarded as always already ideological. This position
means that any examination of a rhetoric must first consider the ways its very
discursive structure can be read so as to favor one version of economic, social, and political arrangements over other versions. A rhetoric then considers competing claims in these three realms from an ideological perspective
made possible both by its constitution and by its applicationthe dialectical

interaction between the rhetoric as text and the interpretive practices
brought to it. A rhetoric can never be innocent, can never be a disinterested
arbiter of the ideological claims of others because it is always already serving
Reprinted from College English 50.5 (September 1988): 477-94. Used with permission.
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certain ideological claims. This perspective on ideology and rhetoric will be
discussed in greater detail later. Here I merely wish to note that it has been
forwarded most recently by such figures as Patricia Bizzell, David Bartliolo-

mae, Greg Myers, Victor Vitanza, and John Schilb and John Clifford. I
have also called upon it in my monograph on writing instruction in
twentieth-century American colleges. I would like to bring the discussion I
began there up to date, focusing on ideology in the three rhetorics that have
emerged as most conspicuous in classroom practices today: the rhetorics of
cognitive psychology, of expressionism, and of a category I will call socialepistemic.
Each of these rhetorics occupies a distinct position in its relation to ideology. From the perspective offered here, the rhetoric of cognitive psychol-

ogy refuses the ideological question altogether, claiming for itself the
transcendent neutrality of science. This rhetoric is nonetheless easily preempted by a particular ideological position now in ascendancy because it
encourages discursive practices that are compatible with dominant economic, social, and political formations. Expressionistic rhetoric, on the
other hand, has always openly admitted its ideological predilections, oppos-

ing itself in no uncertain terms to the scientism of current-traditional
rhetoric and the ideology it encourages. This rhetoric is, however, open to
appropriation by the very forces it opposes in contradiction to its best intentions. Social -epistemic rhetoric is an alternative that is self-consciously aware
of its ideological stand, making the very question of ideology the center of
classroom activities, and in so doing providing itself a defense against pre-

emption and a strategy for self-criticism and self-correction. This third
rhetoric is the one I am forwarding here, and it provides the ground of my
critique of its alternatives. In other words, I am arguing from ideology, contending that no other kind of argument is possiblea position that must first
be explained.
Ideology is a term of great instability. This is true whether it is taken up
by the Left or Rightas demonstrated, for example, by Raymond Williams
in Keywords and Marxism and Literature and by Jorge Larrain in The Concept of Ideology. It is thus necessary to indicate at the outset the formulation
that will be followed in a given discussion. Here I will rely on Goran Therborn's usage in The Ideology of Power and the Power of Ideology. Therborn, a
Marxist sociologist at the University of Lund, Sweden, calls on the discussion of ideology found in Louis Althusser and on the discussion of power in
Michel Foucault. I have chosen Therbom's adaptation of Althusser rather

than Althusser himself because Therborn so effectively counters the
ideology-science distinction of his source, a stance in which ideology is always false consciousness while a particular version of Marxism is defined as
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its scientific alternative in possession of objective truth. For Therborn, no
position can lay claim to absolute, timeless truth, because finally all formulations are historically specific, arising out of the material conditions of a
particular time and place. Choices in the economic, social, political, and
cultural are thus always based on discursive practices that are interpretations, not mere transcriptions of some external, verifiable certainty. The
choice for Therborn then is never between scientific truth and ideology, but
between competing ideologies, competing discursive interpretations. Finally, Therborn calls upon Foucault's "micropolitics of power" (7) without
placing subjects within a seamless web of inescapable, wholly determinative
power relations. For Therborn, power can be identified and resisted in a
meaningful way.

Therborn offers an especially valuable discussion for rhetoricians because of his emphasis on the discursive and dialogic nature of ideology. In
other words, Therborn insists that ideology is transmitted through language
practices that are always the center of conflict and contest:
The operation of ideology in human life basically involves the constitution
and patterning of how human beings live their lives as conscious, reflecting
initiators of acts in a structured, meaningful world. Ideology operates as discourse, addressing or, as Althusser puts it, interpellating human beings as
subjects. (15)

Conceived from the perspective of rhetoric, ideology provides the language
to define.the subject (the self), other subjects, the material world, and the relation of all of these to each other. Ideology is thus inscribed in language
practices, entering all features of our experience.
Ideology for Therborn addresses three questions: "What exists? What is
good? What is possible?" The first deals with epistemology, as Therborn explains: "what exists, and its corollary, what does not exist: that is, who. we are,
what the world is, what nature, society, men and women are like. In this way
we acquire a sense of identity, becoming conscious of what is real and true;
the visibility of the world is thereby structured by the distribution of spotlights, shadows, and darkness." Ideology thus interpellates the subject in a
manner that determines what is real and what is illusory, and, most important, what is experienced and what remains outside the field of phenomenological experience, regardless of its actual material existence. Ideology also
provides the subject with standards for making ethical and aesthetic decisions: "what is good, right, just, beautiful, attractive, enjoyable, and its opposites. In this way our desires become structured and normalized." Ideology
provides the structure of desire, indicating what we will long for and pursue.
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Finally, ideology defines the limits of expectation: "what is possible and impossible; our sense of the mutability of our being-in-the-world and the con-

sequences of change are hereby patterned, and our hopes, ambitions, and
fears given shape" (18). This last is especially important since recognition of

the existence of a condition (poverty, for example) and the desire for its
change will go for nothing if ideology indicates that a change is simply not
possible (the poor we have always with us). In other words, this last mode of
interpellation is especially implicated in power relationships in a group or
society, in deciding who has power and in determining what power can be
expected to achieve.
Ideology always carries with it strong social endorsement, so that what
we take to exist, to have value, and to be possible seems necessary, normal

and inevitable in the nature of things. Ideology also, as we have seen, always includes conceptions of how power shouldagain, in the nature of
thingsbe distributed in a society. Power here means political force but
covers as well social forces in everyday contacts. Power is an intrinsic part of

ideology, defined and reinforced by it, determining, once again, who can
act and what can be accomplished. These .power relationships, furthermore, are inscribed in the discursive practices of daily experience in the
ways we use language and are used (interpellated) by it in ordinary parlance. Finally, it should be noted that ideology is always pluralistic, a given
historical moment displaying a variety of competing ideologies and a given

individual reflecting one or another permutation of these conflicts, although the overall effect of these permutations tends to support the hegemony of the dominant class.

COGNITIVE RHETORIC
Cognitive rhetoric might be considered the heir apparent of currenttraditional rhetoric, the rhetoric that appeared in conjunction with the new
American university system dui'ing the final quarter of the last century. As
Richard Ohmann has recently reminded us, this university was a response to
the vagaries of competitive capitalism, the recurrent cycles of boom and
bust that characterized the nineteenth-century economy. The university was
an important part of the strategy to control this economic instability. Its role
was to provide a center for experts engaging in "scientific" research designed
to establish a body of knowledge that would rationalize all features of production, making it more efficient, more manageable, and, of course, more
profitable. These experts were also charged with preparing the managers
who were to take this new body of practical knowledge into the marketplace.
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The old nineteenth-century college had prepared an elite to assume its
rightful place of leadership in church and state. The economic ideal outside
the college was entirely separate, finding its fulfillment in the self-made, upwardly mobile entrepreneur who strikes it rich. The academic and the economic remained divided and discrete. In the new university, the two were
joined as the path to success became a university degree in one of the new
scientific specialities proven to be profitable in the world of industry and
commerce. The new middle class of certified meritocrats had arrived. As I

have indicated in my monograph on the nineteenth century, currenttraditional rhetoric with its positivistic epistemology, its pretensions to scien-

tific precision, and its managerial orientation was thoroughly compatible
with the mission of this university.
Cognitive rhetoric has made similar claims to being scientific, although
the method called upon is usually grounded in cognitive psychology. Janet
Emig's The Composing Processes of Twelfth Graders (1971), for example, attempted an empirical examination of the way students compose, calling on
the developmental psychology of Jean Piaget in guiding her observations. In
studying the cognitive skills observed in the composing behavior of twelve
high school students, Emig was convinced that she could arrive at an under-

standing of the entire rhetorical contextthe role of reality, audience, purpose, and even language in the composing act. Richard Larson was equally
ambitious as throughout the seventies he called upon the developmental
scheme of Jerome Bruner (as well as other psychologists) in proposing a
problem-solving approach to writing, once again focusing on cognitive
structures in arriving at an understanding of how college students compose.
James Moffett and James Britton used a similar approach in dealing with the
writing of students in grade school. For cognitive rhetoric, the structures of
the mind correspond in perfect harmony with the structures of the material

world, the minds of the audience, and the units of language (see my
Rhetoric and Reality for a fuller discussion of this history). This school has

been the strongest proponent of addressing the "process" rather than the
"product" of writing in the classroom although other theories have also
supported this position even as they put forward a different process. Today
the cognitivists continue to be a strong force in composition studies. The
leading experimental research in this area is found in the work of Linda
Flower and John Hayes, and I would like to focus the discussion of the relation of ideology and cognitive rhetoric on their contribution.
There is no question that Flower considers her work to fall within the
domain of science, admitting her debt to cognitive psychology (Hayes' area
of specialization), which she describes as "a young fielda reaction, in part,
against assumptions of behaviorism" (Problem-Solving vii). Her statements
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about the composing process of writing, furthermore, are based on empirical findings, on "data-based" study, specifically the analysis of protocols
recording the writing choices of both experienced and inexperienced writers. This empirical study has revealed to Flower and Hayesas reported in
"A Cognitive Process Theory of Writing" that there are three elements involved in composing: the task environment, including such external constraints as the rhetorical problem and the text so far produced; the writer's
long-term memory, that is, the knowledge of the subject considered and the
knowledge of how to write; and the writing processes that go on in the
writer's mind. This last is, of course, of central importance to them, based as
it is on the invariable structures of the mind that operate in a rational, although not totally predictable, way.

The mental processes of writing fall into three stages: the planning
stage, further divided into generating, organizing, and goal setting; the translating stage; the point at which thoughts are put into words; and the reviewing stage, made up of evaluating and revising. This process is hierarchical,
meaning that "components of the process [are] imbedded within other components" ("A Cognitive Process" 375), and it is recursive, the stages repeat-

ing themselves, although in no predetermined order. In other words, the
elements of the process can be identified and their functions described, but
the order of their operation will vary from task to task and from individual to
individual, even though the practices of good writers will he very similar to
each other (for a rich critique, see Bizzell). The "keystone" of the cognitive
process theory, Flower and Hayes explain, is the discovery that writing is a
goal-directed process: "In the act of composing, writers create a hierarchical
network of goals and these in turn guide the writing process." Because of this
goal directedness, the protocols of good writers examined consistently "reveal a coherent underlying structure" ("A Cognitive Process" 377).
It is clear from this brief description that Flower and Hayes focus on the
individual mind, finding in the protocol reports evidence of cognitive structures in operation. Writing becomes, as Flower's textbook indicates, just another instance of "problem-solving processes people use every day," most
importantly the processes of experts, such as "master chess players, inventors, successful scientists, business managers, and artists" (Problem-Solving
2-3). Flower's textbook says little about artists, however, focusing instead on
"real-world" writing. She has accordingly called upon the help of a colleague from the School of Industrial Management (vi), and she includes a
concern for consulting reports and proposals as well as ordinary academic
research reports "the real world of college and work" (4). This focus on the
professional activity of experts is always conceived in personal and managerial terms: "In brief, the goal of this book is to help you gain more control of
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your own composing process: to become more efficient as a writer and more
effective with your readers" (2). And the emphasis is on self-made goals, "on
your own goals as a writer, on what you want to do and say" (3).
As I said at the outset, the rhetoric of cognitive psychology refuses the
ideological question, resting secure instead in its scientific examination of
the composing process. It is possible, however, to see this rhetoric as being
eminently suited to appropriation by the proponents of a particular ideologi-

cal stance, a stance consistent with the modern college's commitment to
preparing students for the world of corporate capitalism. And as we have
seen above, the, professional orientation of Problem-Solving Strategies for
Writingits preoccupation with "analytical writing" (4) in the "real world"
of expertsrenders it especially open to this appropriation.
For cognitive rhetoric, the real is the rational. As we observed above, for

Flower and Hayes the most important features of composing are those
which can be analyzed into discrete units and expressed in linear, hierarchical terms, however unpredictably recursive these terms may be. The mind is
regarded as a set of structures that performs in a rational manner, adjusting
and reordering functions in the service of the goals of the individual. The
goals themselves are considered unexceptionally apparent in the very nature
of things, immediately identifiable as worthy of pursuit. Nowhere, for example, do Flower and Hayes question the worth of the goals pursued by the
manager, scientist, or writer. The business of cognitive psychology is to enable us to learn to think in a way that will realize goals, not deliberate about
their value: "I have assumed that, whatever your goals, you are interested in
discovering better ways to achieve them" (Problem-Solving 1). The world is
correspondingly structured to foreground goals inherently worth pursuing
whether these are private or professional, in writing or in work. And the
mind is happily structured to perceive these goals and, thanks to the proper
cognitive development of the observer usually an expertto attain them.
Obstacles to achieving these goals are labelled "problems," disruptions in
the natural order, impediments that must be removed. The strategies to resolve these problems are called "heuristics," discovery procedures that "are
the heart of problem solving" (36). Significantly, these heuristics are not
themselves rational, are not linear and predictable "they do not come with
a guarantee" (37). They appear normally as unconscious, intuitive processes
that problem solvers use without realizing it, but even when formulated for
conscious application they are never foolproof. Heuristics are only as good
or bad as the person using them, so that problem solving is finally the act of
an individual performing in isolation, solitary and alone (see Brodkey). As
Flower explains: "Good writers not only have a large repertory of powerful
strategies, but they have sufficient self-awareness of their own process to
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draw on these alternative techniques as they need them. In other words, they
guide their own creative process" (37). The community addressed enters the
process only after problems are analyzed and solved, at which time the concern is "adapting your writing to the needs of the reader" (1). Furthermore,
although the heuristics used in problem solving are not themselves rational,
the discoveries made through them always conform to the measurable nature of reality, displaying "an underlying hierarchical organization" (10) that
reflects the rationality of the world. Finally, language is regarded as a system
of rational signs that is compatible with the mind and the external world, enabling the "translating" or "transforming" of the non-verbal intellectual operations into the verbal. There is thus a beneficent correspondence between
the structures of the mind, the structures of the world, the structures of the
minds of the audience, and the structures of language.

This entire scheme can be seen as analogous to the instrumental
method of the modern corporation, the place where members of the meritocratic middle class, the twenty percent or so of the work force of certified
college graduates, make a handsome living managing a capitalist economy
(see Braverman, ch. 18). Their work life is designed to turn goal-seeking and
problem-solving behavior into profits. As we have seen in Flower, the rationalization of the writing process is specifically designated an extension of
the rationalization of economic activity. The pursuit of self-evident and un-

questioned goals in the composing process parallels the pursuit of selfevident and unquestioned profit-making goals in the corporate marketplace:

"whatever your goals are, you are interested in achieving better ways to
achieve them" (Problem-Solving 12). The purpose of writing is to create a
commodified text (see Clines) that belongs to the individual and has exchange value

"problem solving turns composing into a goal-directed jour-

neywriting my way to where I want to be" (4) just as the end of
corporate activity is to create a privately-owned profit. Furthermore, while
all problem solvers use heuristic procedureswhether in solving hierarchically conceived writing problems or hierarchically conceived management
problemssome are better at using them than are others. These individuals
inevitablydistinguish themselves, rise up the corporate ladder, and leave the
less competent and less competitive behind. The class system is thus validated since it is clear that the rationality of the universe is more readily detected by a certain group of individuals. Cognitive psychologists specializing
in childhood development can even isolate the environmental features of
the children who will become excellent problem solvers, those destined to
earn the highest grades in school, the highest college entrance scores, and,
finally, the highest salaries. Middle class parents are thus led to begin the
cultivation of their children's cognitive skills as soon as possibleeven in
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utero and of course there are no shortage of expert-designed commodities
that can be purchased to aid in the activity. That the cognitive skills leading
to success may be the product of the experiences of a particular social class
rather than the perfecting of inherent mental structures, skills encouraged
because they serve the interests of a ruling economic elite, is never considered in the "scientific" investigation of the mind.
Cognitive rhetoric can be seen from this perspective as compatible with
the ideology of the meritocratic university described in Bowles and Gintis'

Schooling in Capitalist America. Power in this system is relegated to
university-certified experts, those individuals who have the cognitive skills
and the training for problem solving. Since social, political, and cultural

problems are, like the economic, the result of failures in rational goalseeking behavior, these same experts are the best prepared to address these

matters as well. Furthermore, the agreement of experts in addressing
commonly-shared problems in the economic and political arenas is additional confirmation of their claim to power: all trained observers, after all,
come to the same conclusions. Once again, the possibility that this consensus about what is good and possible is a product of class interest and class
experience is never seriously entertained. Cognitive rhetoric, then, in its refusal of the ideological question leaves itself open to association with the
reification of technocratic science characteristic of late capitalism, as dis-

cussed, for example, by Georg Lukacs, Herbert Marcuse, and Jurgen
Habermas (see Larrain, ch. 6). Certain structures of the material world, the
mind, and language, and their correspondence with certain goals, problemsolving heuristics, and solutions in the economic, social, and political are
regarded as inherent features of the universe, existing apart from human social intervention. The existent, the good, and the possible. are inscribed in
the very nature of things as indisputable scientific facts, rather than being
seen as humanly devised social constructions always remaining open to
discussion.

EXPRESSIONISTIC RHETORIC
Expressionistic rhetoric developed during the first two decades of the twentieth century and was especially prominent after World War I. Its earliest pre-

decessor was the elitist rhetoric of liberal culture, a scheme arguing for
writing as a gift of genius, an art accessible only to a few, and then requiring
years of literary study. In expressionistic rhetoric, this gift is democratized,
writing becoming an art of which all are capable. This rhetoric has usually
been closely allied with theories of psychology that argued for the inherent
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goodness of the individual, a goodness distorted by excessive contact with
others in groups and institutions. In this it is the descendant of Rousseau on
the one hand and of the romantic recoil from the urban horrors created by
nineteenth-century capitalism on the other. Left to our own devices, this position maintains, each of us would grow and mature in harmony. Unfortunately, hardly anyone is allowed this uninhibited development, and so the
fallen state of society is both the cause and the effect of its own distortion, as
well as the corrupter of its individual members. In the twenties, a bowdler-

ized version of Freud was called upon in support of this conception of
human nature. More recentlyduring the sixties and afterthe theories of
such figures as Carl Rogers, Abraham Maslow, Eric Fromm, and even Carl
Jung have been invoked in its support. (For a fuller discussion of the history
and character of expressionistic rhetoric offered here, see my "Contemporary Composition," and Rhetoric and Reality 43-46, 73-81, 159-65).
For this rhetoric, the existent is located within the individual subject.
While the reality of the material, the social, and the linguistic are never denied, they are considered significant only insofar as they serve the needs of
the individual. All fulfill their true function only when being exploited in
the interests of locating the individual's authentic nature. Writing can be
seen as a paradigmatic instance of this activity. It is an art, a creative act in

which the processthe discovery of the true self is as important as the
productthe self discovered and expressed. The individual's use of the notself in discovering the self takes place in a specific way. The material world
provides sensory images that can be used in order to explore the self, the sensations leading to the apprehending-source of all experience. More impor-

tant, these sense impressions can be coupled with language to provide
metaphors to express the experience of the self, an experience which transcends ordinary non-metaphoric language but can be suggested through
original figures and tropes. This original language in turn can be studied by
others to understand the self and can even awaken in readers the experience
of their selves. Authentic self-expression can thus lead to authentic selfexperience for both the writer and the reader. The most important measure
of authenticity, of genuine self-discovery and self-revelation, furthermore, is
the presence of originality in expression; and this is the case whether the
writer is creating poetry or writing a business report. Discovering the true
self in writing will simultaneously enable the individual to discover the truth
of the situation which evoked the writing, a situation that, needless to say,
must always be compatible with the development of the self, and this leads
to the ideological dimension of the scheme.
Most proponents of expressionistic rhetoric during the sixties and seventies were unsparingly critical of the dominant social, political, and cultural
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practices of the time. The most extreme of these critics demanded that the
writing classroom work explicitly toward liberating students from the shack-

les of a corrupt society. This is seen most vividly in the effort known as
"composition as happening." From this perspective, the alienating and fragmenting experience of the authoritarian institutional setting can be resisted

by providing students with concrete experiences that alter political consciousness through challenging official versions of reality. Writing in response to such activities as making collages and sculptures, listening to the
same piece of music in different settings, and engaging in random and irrational acts in the classroom was to enable students to experience "structure
in unstructure; a random series of ordered events; order in chaos; the logical illogicality of dreams" (Lutz 35). The aim was to encourage students to
resist the "interpretations of experience embodied in the language of others
[so as] to order their own experience" (Paull and Kligerman 150). This
more extreme form of political activism in the classroom was harshly criticized by the moderate wing of the expressionist camp, and it is this group
that eventually became dominant. The names of Ken Macrorie, Walker
Gibson, William Coles, Jr., Donald Murray, and Peter Elbow were the most
visible in this counter effort. Significantly, these figures continued the
ideological critique of the dominant culture while avoiding the overt politicizing of the classroom. In discussing the ideological position they encouraged, a position that continues to characterize them today, I will focus on
the work of Murray and Elbow, both of whom explicitly address the political in their work.
From this perspective, power within society ought always to be vested in

the individual. In Elbow, for example, power is an abiding concernapparent in the title to his recent textbook (Writing With Power), as well as in the
opening pledge of his first to help students become "less helpless, both personally and politically" by enabling them to get "control over words" (Writing Without Teachers vii). This power is consistently defined in personal
terms: "power comes from the words somehow fitting the writer (not necessarily the reader) . .. power comes from the words somehow fitting what they
are about" (Writing With Power 280). Power is a product of a configuration
involving the individual and her encounter with the world, and for both
Murray and Elbow this is a function of realizing one's unique voice. Murray's discussion of the place of politics in the classroom is appropriately titled

"Finding Your Own Voice: Teaching Composition in an Age of Dissent,"
and Elbow emphasizes, "If I want power, I've got to use my voice" (Embracing Contraries 202). This focus on the individual does not mean that no
community is to be encouraged, as expressionists repeatedly acknowledge
that communal arrangements must be made, that, in Elbow's words, "the
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less acceptable hunger for participation and merging is met" (98). The community's right to exist, however, stands only insofar as it serves all of its members as individuals. It is, after all, only the individual, acting alone and apart
from others, who can determine the existent, the good, and the possible. For
Murray, the student "must hear the contradictory counsel of his readers, so
that lie learns when to ignore his teachers and his peers, listening to himself
after evaluating what has been said about his writing and considering what
he can do to make it work" ("Finding Your Own Voice" 144-45). For Elbow,
the audience can be used to help improve our writing, but "the goal should
be to move toward the condition where we don't necessarily need it in order
to speak or write well." Since audiences can also inhibit us, Elbow continues, "we need to learn to write what is true and what needs saying even if the
whole world is scandalized. We need to learn eventually to find in ourselves

the support whichperhaps for a long timewe must seek openly from
others" (Writing With Power 190).
Thus, political change can only be considered by individuals and in individual terms. Elbow, for example, praises Freire's focus on the individual

in seeking the contradictions of experience in the classroom but refuses to

take into account the social dimension of this pedagogy, finally using
Freire's thought as an occasion for arriving at a personal realization of a "psychological contradiction, not an economic one or political one," at the core
of our culture (Embracing Contraries 98). The underlying conviction of expressionists is that when individuals are spared the distorting effects of a repressive social order, their privately determined truths will correspond to the
privately determined truths of all others: my best and deepest vision supports
the same universal and external laws as everyone else's best and deepest vision. Thus, in Writing Without Teachers Elbow admits that his knowledge
about writing was gathered primarily from personal experience, and that Ile
has no reservations about "making universal generalizations upon a sample

of one" (16). Murray is even more explicit in his first edition of A Writer
Teaches Writing: "the writer is on a search for himself. If he finds himself he
will find an audience, because all of us have the same common core. And
when he digs deeply into himself and is able to define himself, he will find
others who will read with a shock of recognition what he has written" (4).
This rhetoric thus includes a denunciation of economic, political, and

social pressures to conform to engage in various forms of corporatesponsored thought, feeling, and behavior. In indirectly but unmistakably de-

crying the dehumanizing effects of industrial capitalism, expressionistic
rhetoric insists on defamiliarizing experience, on getting beyond the corruptions of the individual authorized by the language of commodified culture
in order to re-experience the self and through it the external world, finding
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in this activity possibilities for a new order. For expressionistic rhetoric, the
correct response to the imposition of current economic, political, and social
arrangements is thus resistance, but a resistance that is always construed in
individual terms. Collective retaliation poses as much of a threat to individual integrity as do the collective forces being resisted, and so is itself suspect.
The only hope in a society working to destroy the uniqueness of the individual is for each of us to assert our individuality against the tyranny of the authoritarian corporation, state, and society. Strategies for doing so must of
course be left. to the individual, each lighting one small candle in order to
create a brighter world.

Expressionistic rhetoric continues to thrive in high schools and at a
number of colleges and universities. At first glance, this is surprising, unexpected of a rhetoric that is openly opposed to establishment practices. This
subversiveness, however, is more apparent than real. In the first place, ex-

pressionistic rhetoric is inherently and debilitatingly divisive of political
protest, suggesting that effective resistance can only be offered by individuals, each acting alone. Given the isolation and incoherence of such protest,
gestures genuinely threatening to the establishment are difficult to accomplish. Beyond this, expressionistic rhetoric is easily co-opted by the very capitalist forces it opposes. After all, this rhetoric can be used to reinforce the
entrepreneurial virtues capitalism most values: individualism, private initiative, the confidence for risk taking, the right to be contentious with authority
(especially the state). It is indeed not too much to say that the ruling elites in
business, industry, and government are those most likely to nod in assent to
the ideology inscribed in expressionistic rhetoric. The members of this class
see their lives as embodying the creative realization of the self, exploiting the
material, social, and political conditions of the world in order to assert a pri-

vate vision, a vision which, despite its uniqueness, finally represents humankind's best nature. (That this vision in fact represents the interests of a
particular class, not all classes, is of course not acknowledged.) Those who
have not attained the positions which enable them to exert this freedom
have been prevented from doing so, this ideology argues, not by economic
and class constraints, but by their own unwillingness to pursue a private vision, and this interpretation is often embraced by those excluded from the
ruling elite as well as by the ruling elite itself. In other words, even those
most constrained by their positions in the class structure may support the
ideology found in expressionistic rhetoric in some form. This is most commonly done by divorcing the self from the alienation of work, separating
work experience from other experience so that self discovery and fulfillment
take place away from the job. For some this may lead to the pursuit of self expression in intellectual or aesthetic pursuits. For most this quest results in a
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variety of forms of consumer behavior, identifying individual self expression
with the consumption of some commodity. This separation of work from authentic human activity is likewise reinforced in expressionistic rhetoric, as a
glance at any of the textbooks it has inspired will reveal.

SOCIAL-EPISTEMIC RHETORIC
The last rhetoric to be considered I will call social-epistemic rhetoric, in so
doing distinguishing it from the psychological-epistemic rhetoric that I am
convinced is a form of expressionism. (The latter is found in Kenneth Dowst

and in Cyril Knoblauch and Lil Brannon, although Knoblauch's recent
College English essay displays him moving into the social camp. I have dis-

cussed the notion of epistemic rhetoric and these two varieties of it in
Rhetoric and Reality 145-55, 165-77, and 184-85.) There have been a number of spokespersons for social-epistemic rhetoric over the last twenty years:

Kenneth Burke, Richard Ohmann, the team of Richard Young, Alton
Becker and Kenneth Pike, Kenneth Bruffee, W. Ross Winterowd, Ann
Berthoff, Janice Lauer, and, more recently, Karen Burke Lefever, Lester
Faigley, David Bartholbmae, Greg Myers, Patricia Bizzell, and others. In
grouping these figures together I do not intend to deny their obvious disagreements with each other. For example, Myers, a Leftist, has offered a
lengthy critique of Bruffee, whoalong with Winterowd and Young, Becker
and Pikeis certainly of the Center politically. There are indeed as many
conflicts among the members of this group as there are harmonies. They are
brought together here, however, because they share a notion of rhetoric as a
political act involving a dialectical interaction engaging the material, the social, and the individual writer, with language as the agency of mediation.
Their positions, furthermore, include an historicist orientation, the realization that a rhetoric is an historically specific social formation that must perforce change over time; and this feature in turn makes possible reflexiveness
and revision as the inherently ideological nature of rhetoric is continually
acknowledged. The most complete realization of this rhetoric for the classroom is to be found in Ira Shoes Critical Teaching and Everyday Life. Before
considering it, I would like to discuss the distinguishing features of a fully articulated social-epistemic rhetoric.
For social-epistemic rhetoric, the real is located in a relationship that involves the dialectical interaction of the observer, the discourse community
(social group) in which the observer is functioning, and the material conditions of existence. Knowledge is never found in any one of these but can
only be posited as a product of the dialectic in which all three come
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together. (More of this in a moment.) Most important, this dialectic is
grounded in language: the observer, the discourse community, and the material conditions of existence are all verbal constructs. This does not mean
that the three do not exist apart from language: they do. This does mean that
we cannot talk and write about them indeed, we cannot know them
apart from language. Furthermore, since language is a social phenomenon
that is a product of a particular historical moment, our notions of the observing self, the communines in which the self functions, and the very structures

of the material world are social constructionsall specific to a particular
time and culture. These social constructions are thus inscribed in the very
language we are given to inhabit in responding to our experience. Language, as Raymond Williams explains in an application of Bakhtin (Marx-

ism and Literature 21-44), is one of the material and social conditions
involved in producing a culture. This means that in studying rhetoric the
ways discourse is generatedwe are studying the ways in which knowledge
comes into existence. Knowledge, after all, is an historically bound social
fabrication rather than an eternal and invariable phenomenon located in
some uncomplicated repository in the material object or in the subject or
in the social realm. This brings us back to the matter of the dialectic.
Understanding this dialectical notion of knowledge is the most difficult
feature of social-epistemic rhetoric. Psychological-epistemic rhetoric grants
that rhetoric arrives at knowledge, but this meaning-generating activity is always located in a transcendent self, a subject who directs the discovery and
arrives through it finally only at a better understanding of the self and its operationthis self comprehension being the end of all knowledge. For social-

epistemic rhetoric, the subject is itself a social construct that emerges
through the linguistically-circumscribed interaction of the individual, the
community, and the material world. There is no universal, eternal, and authentic self that beneath all appearances is at one with all other selves. The
self is always a creation of a particular historical and cultural moment. This
is not to say that individuals do not ever act as individuals. It is to assert, how-

ever, that they never act with complete freedom. As Marx indicated, we
make our own histories, but we do not make them just as we wish. Our consciousness is in large part a product of our material conditions. But our ma-

terial conditions are also in part the products of our consciousness. Both
consciousness and the material conditions influence each other, and they
are both imbricated in social relations defined and worked out through language. In other words, the ways in which the subject understands and is
affected by material conditions is circumscribed by socially-devised definitions, by the community in which the subject lives. The community in turn
is influenced by the subject and the material conditions of the moment.
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Thus, the perceiving subject, the discourse communities of which the subject is a part, and the material world itself are all the constructions of an historical discourse, of the ideological formulations inscribed in the
language-mediated practical activity of a particular time and place. We are
lodged within a hermeneutic circle, although not one that is impervious to
change.
This scheme does not lead to an anarchistic relativism. It does, however,
indicate that arguments based on the permanent rational structures of the
universe or on the evidence of the deepest and most profound personal intuition should not be accepted without question. The material, the social, and
the subjective are at once the producers and the products of ideology, and
ideology must continually be challenged so as to reveal its economic and political consequences for individuals. In other words, what are the effects of
our knowledge? Who benefits from a given version of truth? How are the
material benefits of society distributed? What is the relation of this distribution to social relations? Do these relations encourage conflict? To whom
does our knowledge designate power? In short, social-epistemic rhetoric
views knowledge as an arena of ideological conflict: there are no arguments
from transcendent truth since all arguments arise in ideology. It thus inevitably supports economic, social, political, and cultural democracy. Because there are no "natural laws" or "universal truths" that indicate what
exists, what is good, what is possible, and how power is to be distributed, no
class or group or individual has privileged access to decisions on these matters. They must be continually decided by all and for all in a way appropriate
to our own historical moment. Finally, because of this historicist orientation, social-epistemic rhetoric contains within it the means for self-criticism
and self-revision. Human responses to the material conditions of existence,

the social relations they encourage, and the interpellations of subjects
within them are always already ideological, are always already interpretations that must be constantly revised in the interests of the greater participa-

tion of all, for the greater good of all. And this of course implies an
awareness of the ways in which rhetorics can privilege some at the expense
of others, according the chosen few an unequal share of power, perquisites,
and material benefits.
Social-epistemic rhetoric thus offers an explicit critique of economic,
political, and social arrangements, the counterpart of the implicit critique
found in expressionistic rhetoric. However, here the source and the solution
of these arrangements are described quite differently. As Ira Shor explains,
students must be taught to identify the ways in which control over their own
lives has been denied them, and denied in such a way that they have blamed
themselves for their powerlessness. Shor thus situates the individual within
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social processes, examining in detail the interferences to critical thought
that would enable "students to be their own agents for social change, their
own creators of democratic culture" (48). Among the most important forces
preventing work toward a social order supporting the student's "full humanity" are forms of false consciousnessreification, pre-scientific thought, acceleration, mystificationand the absence of democratic practices in all
areas of experience. Although Shor discusses these forms of false consciousness in their relation to working class students, their application to all stu-

dents is not hard to see, and I have selected for emphasis those features
which clearly so apply.

In falling victim to reification, students begin to see the economic and
social system that renders them powerless as an innate and unchangeable
feature of the natural order. They become convinced that change is impossible, and they support the very practices that victimize them complying in
their alienation from their work, their peers, and their very selves. The most
common form of reification has to do with the preoccupation with consumerism, playing the game of material acquisition and using it as a substitute for more self-fulfilling behavior. In pre-scientific thinking, the student is
led to believe in a fixed human nature, always and everywhere the same. Behavior that is socially and self destructive is then seen as inevitable, in the
nature of things, or can be resisted only at the individual level, apart from
communal activity. Another form of pre-scientific thinking is the belief in
luck, in pure chance, as the source of social arrangements, such as the inequitable distribution of wealth. The loyalty to brand names, the faith in a
"common sense" that supports the existing order, and the worship of heroes,
such as actors and athletes, are other forms of this kind of thought, all of
which prevent "the search for rational explanations to authentic problems"
(66). Acceleration refers to the pace of everyday experiencethe sensory
bombardment of urban life and of popular forms of entertainmentwhich
prevents critical reflection. Mystifications are responses to the problems of a
capitalist society which obscure their real sources and solutions, responses
based on racism, sexism, nationalism, and other forms of bigotry. Finally,
students are constantly told they live in the most free, most democratic society in the world, yet they are at the same time systematically denied opportunities for "self-discipline, self-organization, collective work styles, or group
deliberation" (70), instead being subjected at every turn to arbitrary authority in conducting everyday affairs.
Shoes recommendations for the classroom grow out of an awareness of

these forces and are intended to counter them. The object of this pedagogy
is to enable students to "extraordinarily reexperience the ordinary" (93), as
they critically examine their quotidian experience in order to externalize
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false consciousness. (Shor's use of the term "critical" is meant to recall
Freire as well as the practice of the Hegelian Marxists of the Frankfurt
School.) The point is to "address self-in-society and social-relations-in-self"
(95). The self then is regarded as the product of a dialectical relationship between the individual and the social, each given significance by the other.
Self-autonomy and self-fulfillment are thus possible not through becoming
detached from the social, but through resisting those social influences that
alienate and disempower, doing so, moreover, in and through social activity.
The liberatory classroom begins this resistance process with a dialogue that
inspires "a democratic model of social relations, used to problematize the

undemocratic quality of social life" (95). This dialoguea model inspired
by Paulo Freire makes teacher and learner equals engaged in a joint practice that is "Moving, humble, hopeful, trusting, critical" (95). This is contrasted with the unequal power relations in the authoritarian classroom, a
place where the teacher holds all power and knowledge and the student is
the receptacle into which information is poured, a classroom that is "Moveless, arrogant, hopeless, mistrustful, acritical" (95). Teacher and student
work together to shape the content of the liberatory classroom, and this includes creating the materials of study in the classsuch as textbooks and
media. Most important, the students are to undergo a conversion from "manipulated objects into active, critical subjects" (97), thereby empowering
them to .become agents of social change rather than victims. Shor sums up
these elements: "social practice is studied in the name of freedom for critical
consciousness; democracy and awareness develop through the form of dialogue; dialogue externalizes false consciousness, changing students from reactive objects into society-making subjects; the object-subject switch is a
social psychology for empowerment; power through study creates the conditions for reconstructing social practice" (98).
This approach in the classroom requires interdisciplinary methods, and
Shor gives an example from the study of the fast-food hamburger: "Concretely my class' study of hamburgers not only involved English and philoso-

phy in our use of writing, reading, and conceptual. analysis, but it also
included economics in the study of the commodity relations which bring
hamburgers to market, history and sociology in an assessment of what the
everyday diet was like prior to the rise of the hamburger, and health science
in terms of the nutritional value of the ruling burger" (114). This interdisciplinary approach to the study of the reproduction of social life can also lead
to "the unveiling of hidden social history" (115), the discovery of past attempts to resist self-destructive experience. This in turn can lead to an examination of the roots of sexism and racism in our culture. Finally, Shor calls
upon comedy to reunite pleasure and work, thought and feeling, and upon a
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resourceful use of the space of the classroom to encourage dialogue that provides students with information withheld elsewhere on campus "informational, conceptual, personal, academic, financial" (120) ranging from the
location of free or inexpensive services to the location of political rallies.
This survey of the theory and practice of Ira Shoes classroom is necessarily brief and reductive. Still, it suggests. the complexity of the behavior
recommended in the classroom, behavior that is always open-ended, receptive to the unexpected, and subversive of the planned. Most important, suc-

cess in this classroom can never be guaranteed. This is a place based on
dialectical collaboration the interaction of student, teacher, and shared experience within a social, interdisciplinary frameworkand the outcome is
always unpredictable. Yet, as Shor makes clear, the point of this classroom is
that the liberated consciousness of students is the only educational objective
worth considering, the only objective worth the risk of failure. To succeed at
anything else is no success at all.

It should now be apparent that a way of teaching is never innocent.
Every pedagogy is imbricated in ideology, in a set of tacit assumptions about
what is real, what is good, what is possible, and how power ought to be distributed. The .method of cognitive psychology is the most likely to ignore
this contention, claiming that the rhetoric it recommends is based on an ob-

jective understanding of the unchanging structures of mind, matter, and
language. Still, despite its commitment to the empirical and scientific, as we
have seen, this rhetoric can easily be made to serve specific kinds of eco-

nomic, social, and political behavior that works to the advantage of the
members of one social class while disempowering othersdoing so, moreover, in the name of objective truth. Expressionistic rhetoric is intended to
serve as a critique of the ideology of corporate capitalism, proposing in its
place an ideology based on a radical individualism. In the name of empowering the individual, however, its naivety about economic, social, and politi-

cal arrangements can lead to the marginalizing of the individuals who
would resist a dehumanizing society, rendering them ineffective through
their isolation. This rhetoric also is easily co-opted by the agencies of corporate capitalism, appropriated and distorted in the service of the mystifications of bourgeois individualism. Social-epistemic rhetoric attempts to place

the question of ideology at the center of the teaching of writing. It offers
both a detailed analysis of dehumanizing social experience and a selfcritical and overtly historicized alternative based on democratic practices in
the economic, social, political, and cultural spheres. It is obvious that I find
this alternative the most worthy of emulation in the classroom, all the while
admitting that it is the least formulaic and the most difficult to carry out. I
would also add that even those who are skeptical of the Marxian influence
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found in my description of this rhetoric have much to learn from it. As Kenneth Burke has shown, one does not have to accept the Marxian promise in
order to realize the value of the Marxian diagnosis (Rhetoric of Motives 109).
It is likewise not necessary to accept the conclusions of Ira Shor about writing pedagogy in order to learn from his analysis of the ideological practices
at work in the lives of our students and ourselves. A rhetoric cannot escape
the ideological question, and to ignore this is to fail our responsibilities as
teachers and as citizens.
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Cognition, Context,
and Theory Building
LINDA FLOWER

English studies are caught up in a debate over whether we should see individ-

ual cognition or social and cultural context as the motive force in literate
acts. This conflict between cognition and context (Bartholomae, Berlin,
Bizzell, Knoblauch) has special force in rhetoric and composition because it
touches some deeply-rooted assumptions and practices. Can we, for instance,
reconcile a commitment to nurturing a personal voice, individual purpose, or
an inner, self-directed process of meaning making, with rhetoric's traditional
assumption that both inquiry and purpose are a response to rhetorical situa-

tions, or with the more recent assertions that inquiry in writing must start
with social, cultural, or political awareness? These values and assertions run
deep in the discipline. One response to these differences is to build theoretical positions that try to polarize (or moralize) cognitive and contextual perspectives. We know that critiques based on dichotomies can fan lively
academic debates. They can also lead, Mike Rose has argued, to reductive,
simplified theories that "narrow the mind and page" of student writers. In the
end, these attempts to dichotomize may leave us with an impoverished account of the writing process as people experience it and a reductive vision of
what we might teach.
We need, I believe, a far more integrated theoretical vision which can
explain how context cues cognition, which in its. turn mediates and interprets the particular world that context provides. This paper is about ways we
might build such a vision by using what we have learned from arguments
which problematize or reify this conflict but by also taking a step beyond

.

Reprinted from College Composition and Communication 40.3 (October 1989): 282-311.
Used with permission.
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them. Currently, our competing images of the composing process reflect a
cognitive/contextual polarization that seems to shrink understanding and
threatens to break up our vision of writing into floating islands of theory.
What we don't know is how cognition and context do in fact interact, in specific but significant situations. We have little precise understanding of how
these "different processes" feed on one another. My intention here is not to
propose a specific theory, but to explore some ways we might use research
observational research, specificallyto create a well-supported, theoretical
understanding of this interaction.

PART ONE: TOWARD INTERACTIVE THEORY
Constructing an interactive theory would make some significant demands
upon us. First we would have to go beyond current partial positions. Early
work in cognition, like most other work at the time, focused on the individual (Emig, Flower and Hayes). The Hayes/Flower cognitive process model
is a case in point. Although this model suggests key places where social and
contextual knowledge operate within a cognitive framework, that early research did little more than specify that the "task environment" was an important element in the process; it failed to account for how the situation in
which the writer operates might shape composing, and it had little to say
about the specific conventions, schemata, or commonplaces that might inform the writer's "long term memory." Other elements of the cognitive theory presented in 1981, such as the role of recursion, the shifting shape of
writing plans, and the way a writer's own goals and vision of the task shape
composing, may stand as strong claims, but claims focused nonetheless on
describing basic processes and the individual writer. Early work that focused
On the social context, wanting to see people as a social/political aggregate or
as members of a discourse community, is likewise limited by a failure to account for the experience of individual students or writers within a group and
to accommodate a vision of human agency, original contributions, and personal or intellectual development (Bizzell, "College Composition"; Bruffee). An interactive theory can build on what we already know and find
valuable, but must go beyond.
To do so will demand both an openness to discovery and rigor. If we
would understand how cognition and context interact, we cannot remain
satisfied with speculative theories based only on abstract social or political
imperatives. Even as we champion our values, we must distinguish prescription and assertion from description and evidence. Nor can we rely on contributions that offer us only a deconstruction or critique without offering in
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turn a substantiveand in some way substantiatedalternative. We need
what ethnographers describe as "grounded theory" (Spradley) a vision that
is grounded in specific knowledge about real people writing in significant
personal, social, or political situations. This grounding can come from many

sources: from the comparative analysis of student texts (Bartholomae,
Shaughnessy) or of talk at home and in school (Heath), from detailed discourse studies of the reading process, plans, and drafts of writers within specific communities (Bazerman, Myers), or from historical reconstructions of
early rhetors in action (Enos). This grounding may emerge from the thick
descriptions of field notes, plans, drafts, and process logs (Herrington, Nelson and Hayes), or from tracking how students represent writing tasks to
themselves in their protocols, texts, and self-reflections (Flower, "Role"). It

may come from the long-term observation of an educational experiment
(Freire). Although these examples of observation operate out of different
paradigms, with different immediate goals and values, they all offer the basis
for learning something we didn't already "know" and for grounding and testing a developing theory within its own framework.

The interactive vision I am proposing would do one more thing. It
would help us teach. Though we embrace multiple conceptual frameworks, we share the goal of helping writers understand themselves as constructors of meaning within a social and cultural contexta context that
can both nurture and consume an individual writer. Educators do not work
with abstractions; they work with students. As a teacher, I need an interactive vision of the writing process that can address the hurdles student writers
often face, that can account for the cognitive and social sources of both success and failure, and that can talk about the experience of writing by being
adequately fine-grained and situated in that experience. I want a framework
that acknowledges the pressure and the potential the social context can
provide, at the same time it explains how writers negotiate that context, create their own goals, and develop a sense of themselves as problem-solvers,
speakers, or subjects who create meaning and affect other people through
their writing. Although journal articles have the luxury of assuming a cognitive/contextual dichotomy, teachers cannot afford to present only half the
picture. We need a grounded vision that can place cognition in its context,
while celebrating the power of cognition to change that context, in a theory
so richly specified that it can describe how individual writers develop those
powers for themselves.
Peer response is a case in point where critical examination of how cogni-

tion and context affect one another seems called for. In theory, using peer
response can be seen as invoking either a cognitive or a social experience.
However, the "writing process" envisioned in each case is described quite
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differently. When one's image of writing is derived from social theory that
foregrounds the role of "context," composing can be seen as a move within a
discourse community, as a contribution to a larger conversation, as an interpersonal gesture, or as an act (acknowledged or not) of collaboration. If one
emphasizes a cultural over a social context, the process of writing might he
described as the enactment of the writer's assumptions and prior knowledge,
or as the expression of (or resistance to) the political, economic, and historical forces that could be said to write the writer. As a classroom activity, peer
response seems a "natural" extension of this social/cultural vision of writing.
On the other hand, when one's image of writing foregrounds the experience
and cognition of the individual writer, composing is at once a goal-directed
rhetorical act and a cognitive and personal act of constructing meaning.
Tracking the writer's tumbling stream of consciousness, we see a recursive
thinking process guided (with or without conscious awareness) by the goals
and knowledge the writer invokes and by the rhetorical situation as the
writer interprets it. In learning to write, writers not only increase their knowledge of discourse conventions and specific literate practices, they build a
repertory of thinking strategies, andat timesachieve a reflective awareness of their own constructive and interpretive processes.
Peer response places writing in a teacher-designed community of response. If we see writing as a social, context-driven event, this instructional
move makes sense because it seems to enact our image of writing as a social,
cultural. process, happening within a classroom community. But what is
happening to the cognition of individual students in this instructional context? Can we, for instance, predict that certain kinds of thinking will occur
as a result of our social engineering? Many of the arguments for using peer
response presume that the group will affect the cognition of the individual
student: groups intervene within and can affect the writing process itself;
they prompt students to work collectively to discover ideas; they create a live
audience to which students can respond, which, it is argued, leads the individual to an internalized sense of how readers respond; and finally, they shift
the emphasis in a classroom from product to process and from teacherly
evaluation to writers' goals and readers' response (Freedman). But what actually happens in the minds of students? There is little question that at times

peer responseas a teacher-generated social activitycan achieve these
particular cognitive goals. However, Freedman's close analysis of response
groups at work in two exemplary middle school classrooms reveals a mismatch between an instructional process or activity in the classroom and the
cognitive process it was presumed to stimulate. Although both classes used
dittoed response sheets specifically designed to prompt evaluation, students
went to great lengths to avoid evaluating each other and to maintain smooth
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social relations with their peers. One response prompt asked: "What words
or sentences seem out of place?" Students refused to answer in various ways:
Mike: I'm not going to say anything's out of place. Okay?

Donald: Yeah. Everything's great. Perfect!
[both laugh] (15)

Although the sheets kept students on task and did prompt problem solving, much of their thinking, it seems, was directed to solving the puzzle of
how to fill out the teachers' sheets while avoiding an evaluative response.
When students in one class were allowed to function in a more natural manner without sheets, the mismatch between the cognitive process promised in
the literature and the very lively social classroom process that actually went
on appeared even greater. Students spent an average of only 52% of their
time on the task, with the rest of their attention devoted to "telling one another jokes or talking about weekend plans, friends, or hair-coloring" (22).
Freedman's study is not a critique of peer response, but it exemplifies how

these different processes the instructional one we design, the cognitive
one we presume it will support, and the social one that goes on anyway
can be strikingly out of synch. The critical, self-monitoring cognitive process
we want students to develop may be in unstated conflict with far more press-

ing interpersonal needs for social affiliation, where acts of evaluation and
criticism threaten solidarity.
As this small example suggests, it seems naive to assume that the cognitive processes we desire will naturally follow from the social situations we
engineer. If we ignore the dialectic between cognition and context or if we
try to enact one image of a "good" writing process but ignore the other, we
may be building instructional delusions. We can't afford to speculate about
students' thinking from the armchair of social theory. Nor can we place the
mind in a bell jar and divorce the writing process from the social and emo-

tional tide of talk on which it flows. The problem for peer response is that
even if we acknowledge the significance of this dialectic, there are few studies that have, like Freedman's, carefully tracked the path it actually takes.

Elements of a More Interactive Theory
In asking us to examine how cognition and context interact, I do not want to
suggest that we need a single image of the writing process or a single "integrated theory " writing is too complex a phenomenon, and history tells us
that single visions rarely satisfy many people for very long. What I would
argue for is, first, the need for more balanced, multi-perspective descriptions
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and more rigorously grounded theoretical explanations of various aspects of

the writing process: of the process of meaning making, of constructing
knowledge, of working collaboratively, of planning and revising, of reading-

to-write, of entering academic discourse, and so on (cf. Rose, "Complexity"). We already hold implicit theories about these acts. Even if we disavow
the practice of theorizing, our images of the process and our priorities in
teaching constitute a tacit theory. However, the wedding of composition
with rhetoric, psychology, and now reading has called on us to theorize our
understanding of composing in more reflective and testable ways. The sudden growth of research, scholarship, and new ideas, as well as the sometimes
precipitous rush to polemical stands based on various moral, teacherly, or
political imperatives, makes this a good time to reach for more analytical
and balanced visions, for a greater sense of the conditional nature of our various perspectives. It is time for the systematic and self-questioning stance
that goes with theoretical explanationswhether we are explaining a his-

torical event, an experimental or observational study, or an approach to
teaching.
Second, these attempts to build integrated, theory-conscious accounts
of writing need, I believe, to address the apparent dichotomy of cognition
and context in a direct way and in a spirit of open inquiry. It would be sim-

ple to frame this question in terms of a conflictas much of the current
discussion tends to. To ask, for instance, which element dominates or determines writing; what constitutes the balance of power; which is most impor-

tant? But defining that relation as conflict might lead us to a simplistic
conceptualization if these forces are, in fact, strongly interactive.
Let me propose three principles that inform this more complicated interaction and suggest that both cognition and context may in a sense con-

struct one another. One principle is that cultural and social context can
provide direct cues to cognition. The second is that that context is also and
always mediated by the cognition of the individual writer. And the third is
that the bounded purposes that emerge from this process are highly constrained but at the same time meaningful, rhetorical acts.
Principle One: Context Cues Cognition

One does need at least one writer to produce writing. But as we shed the romantic mythology of the isolated creator, we see the ways other people, the
past, and the social present contribute to the production of a text, through
cultural norms, available language, intertextuality, and through the more directly social acts of assignment giving, collaboration, and so on. The context
in many ways determines, directs, or prompts the kind of thinking the indi-
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vidual writer will doeven if the writer's response to that context is resistance. It operates as a sign and a cue to cognitive action.
Rhetoric has traditionally affirmed this principle by treating the rhetor/
writer as a social actor within a public forum. The art of persuasion is de.scribed as creating identity or a shared image with others, and the available

"means" of persuasion rely on using those patterns and conventions of
thought the audience will find convincing. The rhetor of classical theory literally stands within a public circle of peers, speaking to and within an exigency which has prompted the discourse. Although the rhetor of modern
theory sits at a keyboard, invention is still described as a response to stasis
and the shared problem that motivates discourse.
When we try to account for the influence of context in cognitive terms,
we notice that the language of "problem-solving" itself places the writer in a
responsive stance. Cognitive action is often initiated in response to a cue

from the environment in response to an "ill-defined problem" that the
"solver" may have to define from limited and ambiguous cues in the world
around. Research in cognition tends to concentrate on the response of the
individual rather than on the situational cues, for obvious reasons: one can
observe a writer's actions with some clarity; however, the cues which stimulated a given action may often need to be inferred or may even remain a
mystery (e.g., Was the shift in the writer's argument a response to her own
text, to possibilities inherent in her own language? Or did a quick glance at
the assignment trigger a private association or an intuition about the unstated intentions of the instructor?) We may he unable to trace these multiple signs and causal links in many, even most cases, but we can describe
some ways this cuing process works.
Context guides cognition in multiple ways. In its least visible role, con-

text affects us in the form of past experience that supplies a wealth of prior

knowledge, assumptions, and expectations, many of which can operate
without our conscious awareness. These conceptual frameworks may even
passively determine what it is possible to think or see. Howeverand I think
this "however" is a strong rebuttal to linguistic determinism adults possess
an enormous repertoire of conceptual frameworks and, in any given situation, we can not predict which will be activated, which quiescent, or how
any given framework will be used. In situated cognition it is not what is
known, but the knowledge one uses that matters.
Context can also interact with the mind of the writer in a more direct
and forceful way as a cue to action. Context selectively taps knowledge and
triggers specific processes. For good or for ill, these cues to mental action
may activate only a portion of what a given writer knows or could do, but
they influence three key areas of cognition in writing: goals, criteria, and
707
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strategies. When context guides the process of setting goals, it can in essence
dictate the problem the writer tries to solve, even when that cue is in conflict
with other goals and values. For example, many students leave high school
seeing school writing as an occasion for recitation or a tool teachers use to
evaluate their comprehension of the textbook. When a college assignment
asks, instead, for interpretation, critical analysis, or argument, they may continue to see their writing task as knowledge telling, a goal which leads them
to suppress their own ideas and to avoid critical engagement with the texts

they readall in good faith that they are doing what is expected in school
writing (Ackerman, Stein).
Context also guides action by setting the criteria by which a text or even
one's own thinking process is monitored and evaluated. In Freedman's peer
response study, for example, the dittoed assignment sheets and the demands

of social maintenance set the standards for students' response to writing.
These sheets were so good at doggedly focusing the attention of the group
that students rarely interrupted with a personal or readerly response to the
content. Finally, context cues action by suggesting appropriate strategies.
Teachers, for instance, hope the holy words of college assignments (e.g.,
"analyze," "interpret") will cue the bundle of intellectual maneuvers every
student should have learned. But "transfer" is a perennial problem in education in part because the context of a new class may fail to cue a student to
use strategies which are appropriate, but were learned elsewhere in a different context. Because the new situation fails to contain meaningful cues to
action (i.e., signs or signals that the student recognizes as such "cues"), the
cognition in which he or she could engage is never invoked.
The principle that context cues cognition is important to an interactive
theory because it helps explain both the nurturing and oppressive power of
context within the mind of the writer and without. It suggests sonic ways
context can operate within a writer's thinking and the problem of transfer
these context-specific cues pose for education. It also leads us to ask: could
metaknowledge and awareness of one's own process play a role in expanding
the cues students perceive and the options they entertain?
Principle Two: Cognition Mediates Context

Context is a powerful force. However, it does not produce a text through immaculate conception.. It is a semiotic source of signs, not a program for ac-

tion. Context in its many forms is mediatedat all levels of awarenessby
the cognition of the individual writer. A case in point: in a study of the
reading-to-write process, my colleagues and I tried to track the ways in
which a group of 72 first-semester freshmen interpreted an open-ended col708
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lege writing assignment, in the act of reading and writing (Flower et al.,
Reading). At one level of analysis, the broad outlines of a shared culture

emerged as a dominant force in this situation; one could see how the
process of task representation was shaped by the legacy of school and the
habits of recitation these successful students quickly invoked. But at another
level of analysis, the striking fact was the constructive process of the individ-

ual student. The tasks students built for themselves differed from one another in the goals students set, the strategies they invoked, the knowledge
they chose to use (which included or rigorously excluded the writer's own
ideas), and the different organizing plans they thought appropriate for the
assignment (which ranged from simple summaries, to free response, to careful synthesis, to interpretations of the reading for a purpose of the writer's
own). These individual differences in task representation, which emerge
from this more fine-grained analysis, are very meaningful differences: they
affect the likelihood that a student will actually transform information; they
dictate the role of the writer's own ideas and affect the usefulness of the text
for readers; and in many cases they could determine the grade the paper
would receive and the instructor's evaluation of the student. However, as
this study showed, students may fail to perform an expected writing and
thinking task which they could do because, through their own constructive
process of task representation, they gave themselves a different task to do.

This study graphically illustrates how students from similar backgrounds, doing a shared assignment in a common freshman writing class,
interpreted that situation in different ways in terms of the goals they set for
themselves, the criteria they invoked, and the strategies they called upon:
The shared context was mediated by individual cognition. However, this
mediation did not occur as a single, self-conscious decision. In fact, most
students did not appear to be aware that such diversity of interpretatiOn regularly happened, that so many live options existed for them, or that their own
interpretive process played such a large role in creating the task they actually did. Nor was this interpretive, mediating process limited to occasional
instances of pondering over the terms of the assignment; it went on as a part
of the sustained cognitive process of planning, problem-solving, and making
trial-and-error stabs at doing the task. It is important to see that, as with any
interpretive process, cognition takes action through interaction.
At times, the mediating work of cognition is tacit, immediate, and swift;
at others it is explicit, alive to alternatives, and maybe even self-conscious or

reflective. When the process of interpretation is tacitfast and automatic
it may seem as though the cues of the context are simply governing the
process. For example, a student "reads" an extended paper comment as simple criticism and a signal to delete the contested idea; a journalist "reads" a
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situation as a news story. In both cases the response to context was immediate and uncontested, but neither response was merely "natural" or "deter-

mined" by the context. Automated processes often reflect the rewards of
learning; actions which were once the slow product of effortful concentration by the novice journalist give way to sophisticated cognition that transforms a situation into its own image. The downside of such practiced
cognition is that it runs unexamined and remains closed to critical thinking.
A student who "reads" the context of assigned school writing as a cue to
knowledge-telling and who mediates that context in limited and tacit ways,
may never notice the other cues that could prompt her to interpret or adapt
her ideas for an original purpose.

At other times the process of mediation is sustained and complex.
Writers read a rhetorical situation, mulling over its implications and their
goals; they may evaluate their own plans; they may imagine how readers
could respond. In this intuitive strategic and interpretive process, we can
see the rhetorical context being constructed. Out of the writer's storehouse
of frames, scripts, and schemata and the plethora of potential cues the situ-

ation affords, a rhetorical situation is created by the writer's own inferences and selective attention. I do not want to suggest that writers are
necessarily aware of this process or the role of their own mediation, even
when they wrestle with, think through, and worry over "what I should do
here." As thinking-aloud protocols show, it is easy to be immersed in a
tense, absorbing cognitive drama and not spare attention to monitoring
that process itself.
Here is an example of a student actively mediating various aspects of the
writing situation as she works on a reading-to-write assignment which asked
her to use a brief set of readings to write her own statement on the topic of
"revision." We see a writer caught up in conflicting cues to action, looking at
the draft text and text plan she wants to save, on the one hand, and, on the

other, at the assignment demands for an integrated statement. To complicate the situation, she has just realized that her source text is asserting a
structure that is at odds with her own focus on the topic of revision. [Underlined words indicate notes and sentences written as the writer was thinking
aloud; dots indicate brief pauses.]
And then, the third part will be how poor writers, urn, rewrite.
No, how poor writers revise.
Hmm. Right now I'm thinking I don't really like the way this is
structured.
It doesn't seem to integrate ideas.
It's hard to write this
.
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because I'm being basically asked to write what I've just read
and I don't want to copy exactly.
So I keep thinking there must be more in the assignment than what I'm
seeing.
And I'm looking at the task and reading it again [page turned]
I guess I'll just go ahead and do it this way and see what happens,
because I'm not sure what more I should be doing in this.
OK Let's see. I'm going to .. write this part.
Skimming through the paper, I'm picking out what I think are the main
points
I know this differs earlier from the goals that I set up previously,
but I'm going to go ahead and do it this way.
OK . .. um, the first paragraph, generally the main ideas of that is that
stronger writers do more planning than did the weaker writers.
.

.

.

.

Hey, that doesn't really fit into my structure though, where I would have
the goals of revision written first.
So I'm going to read on further and see if I can find anything that
pertains to it.

Although the contextual cues here are relatively local ones, they illustrate the problem of mediating conflicting cues that can come from an assignment, from one's own draft text, and from the implicit expectations set
by a course (e.g., "there must be more" than I'm seeing). We can see some of
this writer's interpretive moves.(and some of her unquestioned assumptions)
as she tries to deal with (1) the conflict between her goals to "not copy" but
still to use the source text's "main ideas" and (2) the related dilemma that
one of the "main ideas" from the source (on the subject of planning) is at
odds with her own structure focused on how writers revise. The writer mediates these conflicting cues to action by first recognizing the conflict itself and
locating its sources, and then by choosing a tentative solution. At one point
she rises to awareness of this strategic process itself (i.e., "It's hard to write this
because . .") which becomes the object of her own reflective thought.
.

Principle Three: A Bounded Purpose Is a Meaningful Rhetorical. Act

An interactive theory, I believe, will have to recognize both the mediating
power of cognition and the directive cues of context. And in doing so, it
must face the troubled issue of intentionality. Are writers "determined" by
their situation, do they "control" the meanings they make, or is "originality"
only an illusion and "purpose" a fiction of rhetoric texts? Once again, dichotomies and uncontextualized, unconditionalized claims may obscure
the issue. Social theorists who attack the illusion of control, who would
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locate purpose in the unconscious and dismiss the ephemera of cognition,
have a special agenda to understand why context and culture controls us
as much as it does. Writing researchers and educators may be quite happy to
acknowledge such forces, but their agenda is not to explicate or reify them.
Rather it is to ask where, within this looming landscape of internalized forces
we do not control, does human agency and intention insert itself? And when
it does, how does it do so? From an educator's point of view, it may be better
to praise a small doughnut than bemoan a large hole.

Purpose in writing is always a bounded purpose. Whether one is con
strained by the assumptions of one's culture, the material realities of the
publishing industry, the demands of one's job, or the terms of an assignment, purpose takes shape in a context that both demands and entices the
writer to walk into the embrace of purposes that are in some sense not her
own. And yet, within this ring of constraints, writers make critical choices at

two levels. On one, they may choose to make some of these "given" purposes their own (to embrace the goals of a course or an assignment as a state-

ment of shared intentions) or to resist "given" purposes or ignore chosen
constraints. Though we may be more inclined to attribute purpose and independence to visible resistance, both acts make choices among constraints.

The ,construction of purpose also goes on at another level: within these
global givens, one must still construct an individual, if bounded, purpose
that not only meets but mediates all of one's goals. Forming a rhetorical purpose is a complex and creative act of negotiation. Although the writer we
saw above was constrained by the assigned goal to "integrate ideas," she was
facing the writers' task of instantiating that goal with an individual rhetorical
plan, with ideas, and with sentences on a page. In turning that abstract intention into a specific rhetorical action she is indeed creating a conditioned
or hounded purpose, but it is the construction of meaning at just this level
that often consumes the energy and.attention of writers, that can distinguish
expert from novice, and that constitutes some of the bold and 'integrative
moves we call original.
When we look closely at how writers construct these bounded purposes

we do not see a single statement of purpose, but a web of purposea complex network of goals, plans, intentions, and ideas (Flower, "Construction").
The creation of this web is a richly interactive social and cognitive event;
however, the way in which people manage or mediate the constraints upon
them may depend on whether they recognize the significance of their own
choices within this web. The following comments come from another segment of the Reading-to-Write project in which we talked with students about
the differences in task representation we had seen in the initial data. Ron, the
student quoted below, did not have much to say about his strategies for writ-
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ing per se monitoring his own thinking process seemed new to him. On the
other hand, he was quite articulate, even savvy about the social strategies and
behavior that support his highly intentional effort to mediate and interpret
the context of assigned writing. Talking about classes in general he said:
Ron: I try to write [an assignment] as soon as I can and let them look at it. Even
take it right to the teacher, and say, look at this. Am I going in the right direction or not?
Interviewer: That's a kind of expensive way to do it, isn't it?

Ron: You pick up things. You pick up good things. It's expensive in terms of
that paper, but it's not expensive in terms of putting that away for future reference for the rest of the course. Really, its pretty practical if you think about
it. Rather than going about it and getting two, three "C"s on a paper.

Ron, it seems, is not talking just about getting help on this paper, but about
using audience to figure out the ways to think, goals to set especially when
he must face the problem of using his own knowledge.
It's not really a conscious process that I go through. You just got to listen. I
don't know if it sounds weird or what. But I sit there and I watch them during the lecture, I listen to key words that they use. They register.

Ron then goes on to articulate what is essentially a theory of negotiated
meaning:
And to be honest with you, I think it has a lot to do with my being
I've
been out for 10 years, and I came back. And this is more related to realworld experiences. How it goes. I mean, you can go out and you can tell
your boss "Well, I think we could do it this way." And you have a real
good idea. And he just says "Get outa here." Meanwhile, if you really
think it's a good idea you can twist it around and maintain the gist of the
whole thing and maybe get it pushed through. Mutually beneficial: it's
gonna help him and help you.
.

.

.

Ron came to college seeing meaning as something you negotiate with
your reader. Using your own knowledge, he says in the interview, is "a risky
decision." It is obvious Ron would prefer direct feedback and negotiation on
a given text he would prefer the audience to act as a direct cue to immediate action. But when Ron talks about listening, finding old tests, and invest-

ing time in the first paper, that context is being translated into a unique
mental representation of an audience and expectations that will guide his
thinking on the next paper.
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As a writer, Ron seems most aware of his process in terms of feedback
and social maneuvers. At the same time, his own comments raise questions
about that less visible interpretive process he describes elsewhere as "filtering." One wants to know what happens when Ron decides to "sit there and
watch," when he "listens to key words," and when they "register." How does
his interpretive process and his way of mediating that context differ from that
of other students who are also "listening" in class, but who hear it differently? What effect does the very fact of Ron's strategic decision to make
meaning, to seek cues and actively filter his context, have on his writing? To
me, these questions call for a new kind of research that could reveal the social and cognitive process by which Ron mediated the situation he found
himself in and in doing so translated that context into action.
As an educator one can also feel uneasy about the way this writer depends on feedback for self-direction (a concern also voiced by his teacher in
this study). Talking about a history paper, Ron told us:
You get an answer in your mind as to what your interpretation of the task is
and what the answer is. But then, you filter that through the realities of your
environment and what's going on. . But that doesn't mean that you have to
abandon your original thought on that. It's just a matter of practicality really.
.

.

Are these assumptions about meaning making, forged over ten years of
rising from stock boy to assistant manager of a large store, going to be a sensi-

.

tive guide to the academic discourse valued in college and to independent
thinking? Ron, in his own way, seems to be facing one of the problems of integrating cognition and context. In his context-dominated image of the
process there seems to be little room for his own personal authority and options. The social cues he so energetically seeks are treated as if they were
unambiguous cues to action. On the other hand, Ron's own goals and strategies lead him to just "listen" in a radically constructive wayto interpret
and transform the context of the freshman class into a plan for action. In
many ways, Ron inhabits his own cognitively constructed context of freshman writing in which he acts with a sense of purpose that is at once assertive, bounded, and problematic. The Reading-to-Write study suggested
that we needed a theory and language of interaction to understand Ron. It
also illuminated some of the difficulties of conducting such research.

Seeing Interaction in Action
If we agree that a theory of interaction is a worthwhile goal, we have not
given ourselves an easy task. Interaction or situated cognition (Brown,
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Collins, and Duguid) is a conditionalized sort of action, operating in response to specific situations, including a context within the writer's own
mind which changes as that writer constructs new meaning. Some of the interaction between cognition and context will be predictable and insignifi-

cant to us; some will make all the difference. To build a theory based on
those sites where interaction matters most, we must be willing to investigate
real acts of writing. I do not believe we can leap from armchair research to
make assertions about the force or role of this particular dialectic without evidence of real sites where conditions and cognition meet with explosive, unacknowledged, or generative force. Nor would it be enough at this stage of
knowledge to build self-referential theories of how such interaction might
work or what such a dialectic should lead to.

To do justice to this partly understood, situated process, we would
need to shift focus from a big "C" theoretical Context and from big "C"
general theories of Cognition, to the small "c" contexts in which writing is
going on and the study of strategic cognition in situ. Even though our
implicit big "C" theories affect and guide our interpretation of lived-in
contexts and records of cognition, the process of interaction is no fragile
epiphenomenon; it is a robust fact of experience that can stand up to critical examination.
For me the greatest challenge would be to construct a theory of interaction that could itself support action. As an educator, the action I can foster
does not go on within a social abstraction or a collective, but in the minds of
individual students. The ultimate reason for my research is intervention. I

need a vision that preserves the place of the thinking, acting, self-aware
writer. I want a vision that can recognize the reality of that writer's bounded
intentionality and socially constructed knowledgeand within the center of
that vision illuminate the space for possibility, options, and action by individual writers.

PART TWO: OBSERVATIONAL RESEARCH
AND INTERACTIVE THEORY
The project I have outlined calls for a kind of theory-building which is not
afraid of research and for a kind of research that is willing to grapple with its
own limitations in order to go beyond isolated "results" to theory-building.
The goal of an interactive theory, it seems to me, is intimately bound up
with the problem of how to build one. In the second half of this article, I
would like to examine the role observational research might play in such
theory building. There are two good reasons to do this. One is the strong
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premise outlined above that we can best understand interaction by dedicated efforts to see it in action. The second and more problematic reason is
that some members of the broad community of English see research itself as
a threat to the humanities, especially research that uses empirical methods.
Let me be concrete. Last year at the summer Rhetoric Seminar at Purdue, I
talked to a young woman who was working on a degree in literature at another institution. As we were sitting around one night drinking wine, she
told me that she "didn't believe in doing research." I was a little taken aback
that an aspiring scholar would reject any method of inquiry out of hand, almost as an article of faith. But in talking it became apparent that her vision
of empirical research was itself so reductive that she never saw beyond the

methods, the numbers, and the tables she couldn't read, to the common
sense on which research and its rules of evidence are built or to goals we
both cared about. My remarks here are in a sense addressed to that young
woman and to our need for a broader vision of research as a tool for building
contextualized and integrated theories of writing.

Research and Observation-Based Theory Building
Any theory, if it is to offer a broadly explanatory account of a significant
human action or body of knowledge, will have to meet many criteria including logical consistency, clarity, scope, and parsimony. A rhetorical theory
which integrates cognition and context must do more. Like other "grounded
theories," it must fit the situation being studied (that is, it can be applied
without force and its categories are clearly reflected in the data); and must
work (that is, it must offer an explanation of the process that is meaningful to
us as both theorists and educators) (Glaser and Strauss). Second, as a theory
of interaction, it should be built on a fine-grained, richly specified vision of
the process in question.

Grand, speculative theories are well-designed to capture the imagination, but they are also associated with the rhetoric of conflict among competing theories, one position striving to preempt the other in a zero/sum
game. Fine-grained, observational theories can encourage the rhetoric of exploration and construction. They direct attention to the process under study
and open the door to continued modification of themselves. They also allow
(even invite) us to recognize significant variations in the way this theory
plays itself out in different settings, from a storefront school in a barrio to a
college classroom, from one writer to another.
There are many valued paths that lead to theory. Theory can be based
on historical scholarship or on extrapolations froM prior theories, in much
the way we adapt classical rhetoric to modern problems or adapt Burke's
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dramatistic analysis of literature to composing. Theory can also grow out of
what Lauer and Asher call rhetorical inquiry: a deductive process in which
the theory-builder both examines and argues for a set of premises and conclusions, a mode that can combine the strengths of a speculative leap with
reasoned support. Theory can also grow out of research: a process in which
one's orienting premises enter into dialogue with a set of close, systematic
obser6tions of writers at work. Observation-based theory building is carried
out in rhetoric with an expanding repertoire of empirical methods, ranging

from the controlled methods of experimental research to the descriptive
methods of ethnography, case studies, and process-tracing using cued recall
and protocol analysis.
Any basis for theory-building (whether it is historical scholarship, sys-

tematic observation, or personal experience) is merely a springboard, a
means to an end. We must remember that theory-building is ultimately a
constructive, rhetorical-act: to create a structured, explanatory account of an
interactive process like writing will inevitably force us beyond available evi-

denCe and into the probabilistic reasoning that is at the heart of rhetoric
(Perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca). The path we take will differ from other
paths in the kind of argument and evidence it can generate. Let me quote
Lauer and Asher's definition of "rhetorical inquiry" as one approach to
theory-building:
Rhetorical inquiry, then, entails several acts: (1) identifying a motivating
concern, (2) posing questions, (3) engaging in heuristic search [based on
analogy] (which in composition studies has often occurred by probing
other fields), (4) creating a new theory or hypothesis, and (5) justifying the
theory. (5)

The approach I am calling observation-based theory building will lead
to an argument with its own distinguishing features. First, unlike an empirical study using data primarily to test or confirm a carefully delimited asser-

tion, the goal of this process is theory. In trying to construct a more
comprehensive, more explanatory account, observation-based theory building draws on research for its heuristic power as wellgoing a step beyond
the data in an attempt to honor the data. Second, it differs from the process
Lauer and Asher describe in that it is driven to a greater degree by the gener-

ative power of close or systematic observation. Observation is used not
merely to justify or test a theory but to help pose questions, structure the
search, and frame hypotheses. We can see observation-based approaches at
work in emerging theories across the field: Freedman's vision of response to
writing as a form of collaborative problem-solving, Dyson's developmental
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picture of early writing as a child's orchestration of visual, verbal, and social

meanings, Bazerman's cumulative analysis of how rhetorical intentions,
available schemata, and necessary conventions interact in the history of scientific discourse, Applebee and Langer's studies of writing contexts as a scaf-

fold for learning (see Applebee, Contexts), Bereiter and Scardamalia's
models of knowledge telling and knowledge transformation, Witte's investigation of pre-text as the point at which plans, situational prompts, and text
structure intersect, Heath's picture of how different literate practices function, fit, and misfit in different social settings, and my own attempt to ex-

plore how rhetorical situations are mediated by the goals, strategies, and
awareness that make up a writer's strategic knowledge. These, and other
bodies of work I might have mentioned, reflect a cumulative attempt to
build a theoretical picture grounded in observation.
I want to focus the rest of this paper on this particular route to theory
building, not to compare it to others or even to argue for its advantages,
which, like any method's, are mixed. I want instead to initiate a dialogue
about observation-based research by trying to describe some of its goals and
limitations as I see them, as well as some of the problems of research itself. I
would like to organize my comments around what I see as three features of
this particular process of inquiry.

Intuition and Data in Observation-Based Theory Building
Observation-based theory is built from the union of two sources of evidence: it
springs in part from an intuition or an argument and in part from the complementary evidence of close, systematic observation and data.

Let me illustrate this joint process with an example and a theoretical
dilemma. The Reading-to-Write study referred to earlier left us with an important question: does the strategic knowledge we observed in this situation
play a critical role in students' attempt to enter academic discourse; does it
really matter for most students? Or would strategic awareness be just a luxury, useful only after one has learned the "basics" and the conventions of a
new discourse? I could best frame my own intuitions about this strategic
process as an argument from analogy. Far from being a luxury, valuable only
to well-educated college students, I would argue, this strategic knowledge is
closely related to the critical consciousness that provides the starting point in

Paulo Freire's literacy programs. Those adults enter literacy, not by first
trudging through and banking knowledge of the basics, but,by using sounds
and letters they already recognize to "make up" words that express their own
experience and goals. They become makers and users of literacy from their
first evening session. As Freire and others like Ann Berthoff argue, knowing
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your own knowledge, whatever it is, and discovering your own power to
make meaning stand at the heart of these astoundingly successful literacy
programs. To that I would add, if such knowledge can catapult an unlettered
Brazilian farmer into literacy, what might such self-awareness offer to a college student who stands merely on the threshold ofa new form of discourse?
.

I like the spirit of this argument. It captures my own intuitions; it is

based on a premise I know is shared by other educators; and it builds on an
analogy to a clearly successful case showing the power of strategic consciousness in learning new ways to use language. And yet this argument alone is
not enough. One wonders, does the analogy really fit? And even if it does
apply at some level of generality, does it work as a genuinely useful explanation; will it describe the experiential reality of students learning a particular
kind of discourse? An argument alone will not tell us what may in fact be
happening with our students. For instance, what is the strategic repertoire
your students bring to college? Does context or the background of your particular students lead to important differences in their goals or strategies that
we could/should anticipate? Does the theory outlined in the Reading-toWrite study even fit the data of your experience and your students at all?
It is in response to questions like these that observation-based theory building turns to a second source of evidence, which is the data of experience. Close

observation is demanding; systematic observation even more so. I think of
Shirley Heath's detailed descriptions of children's speech spanning a nineyear period and how, from these patterns, consistent, deep-running disjunc-

tions between the culture of home and the culture of school began to
emerge. I think of Anne Dyson's systematic study of children's early writing
and drawing, a study which eventually contradicted the assumption that narrative is the first and natural mode for all children, and in doing so, showed

that certain children (marked as developmentally delayed by their teachers!) were in fact becoming writers by a different but equally "natural" path.
I think of the Reading-to-Write data which tracked the unpredictable twists
and turns of writers' minds at work; how this record captured the interplay
between reading, writing, and thinking that the students' texts did not register, and in doing so revealed some of the dilemmas and decisions a teacher
never sees. In all of these studies and others like them, the goal is a more explanatory theory, but the starting point is the data of close observation.
We must not forget that "data" is itself a selected piece of experience
the speech the observer chose to write down, the classroom exchanges the
.

ethnographer was there to capture, the thoughts which occupied the conscious attention of writers as they thought aloud. But compared to more ad
hoc forms of personal observation and the fragile records of unprompted
memory, these formal records of experience provide a large, detailed, and
719
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independent picture the observer must then account for. In being collected
according to a broad and systematic sampling plan, the data one must be accountable to is itself less likely to be covertly patterned, pat, or biased in an
unacknowledged way. Such data actively resists the observer's desire to "discover" that single example which will "prove" a pre-ordained point. Good
data is assertive and intractable. In the dialogue that goes on between intuition or emerging theory on the one hand and the data on the other, these
records of experience have the habit of contradicting one's cherished assumptions and pet theories. The data always contains more possibilities
than we can grasp. It may even ask us to negotiate multiple representations
of meaning, multiple symbol systems as when an ethnographer must translate non-verbal actions into words or when we move from a rich intuitive
perception to a coding scheme we can explain to someone else (Flower and
Hayes, "Images"). This very richness is the source of a central dilemma for
research. And that is my second point.

Data and Meaning
Data is only data; a theory is a construction based on data.

All data can do is provide the foundation for interpretation. And in
observation-based theory-building, as in much research in rhetoric, we have
to take genuine leaps. We have to go beyond the data to probabilities, be-

cause our goal is not merely to describe, but to understandto infer and to
explain something we want to know. Data is the grist for an interpretive act.
Moreover, theory making is never disinterested. We do research because, as
a part of an educational community, we have constructed the burning questions we want to answer; we have already named the mysteries we want to
plumb. We use data both to initiate and to constrain our interpretive leaps.
To say that data is only data, is also a statement about epistemology. In
taking an observation-based approach to theory-building one cannot treat
data as if it were a source of immutable, objective facts or transparent proofs,
even when that data comes from personal experience. When data is used to
build an interpretive theory, it cannot be "read" directly without reference to
the rules of evidence that constitute the discourse of research. To say that the
"data, shows us" something can only mean, at bottom, that our interpretation of that data has tried to live up to the evidentiary rules of research.

To understand the role of data in theory-building, we should not ask
"what the data means" but ask "how it is used to make meaning" within the
researcher's interpretive act. I think it is clear to the readers of this journal
that to do so one must reject the positivistic assumptions associated with
nineteenth-century science and behaviorism. What may be less clear is that
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to understand the role of data we must also become more critical of the
naive readings of empirical research within our own community. We need
to be as sensitive to unsophisticated or reductive readings of the language of
research as we are to reductive readings of literature. For instance, some
readings treat the findings of a single study as an unconditional, generalizable assertion of the "research has shown ." variety. In this case the overextension is in the mind of a reader (who may be eager to appropriate a result).
Other readings, where the aim is to critique, attribute such overextensions to
the researchers themselves. Researchers are imagined to hold a variety of
positivistic assumptions, to see their results as unmediated statements of natural fact. The apparent basis for this inference by readers is that research papers typically do not discuss the issue or actively deny these presumptions.
Likewise, readers who are unfamiliar with the discourse conventions of research may assume that the act of mounting "evidence," especially statistical
evidence, constitutes a broad claim about the validity or truth of a conclusion in some ultimate sense (cf. Knoblauch's clear statement of this issue).
.

.

Or they may read a correlational claim as no different from a claim of
causality. Within the conventions of research, however, the "results" of a
given study, especially those which merely show a correlation, are just one
more piece of evidence in cumulative, communally constructed argument.
The special virtue of a claim that has earned the name "result" is that it has
been subjected to a given research community's more stringent rules of inference (Hayes).
Terms such as "evidence," "results," and "validity" are loaded concepts
to a reader entering the discourse. They contribute to misunderstandings in
part because their meaning must be grasped in the context of specific research methods. Seen in situ, they do not refer to ultimates or absolutes, but
to tools that help build more persuasive arguments. For instance, one could
read statements about "significance" and "validity" (expected in a research
paper) as if they were general assertions of value, reflecting the common
usage of those terms. Whether the reader accepted this reading or assumed
the researcher was intending it, the misreading would he the same. In con-

text, these terms of art refer in fact to methods one can use to test the
strength of one's evidence. For example, the notion of "construct validity"
does not refer to a construct's approximation to Truth, but to the use of procedures for testing its coherence with existing theory or practice. The meaning of "validity" lies in this operational definition: it refers to a set of
procedures designed to measure consensus with the rest of a discourse community (cf. Lauer and Asher) or to preclude certain rival hypotheses which
other researchers could be expected to pose (Huck and Sandler). To achieve
construct validity means to pass such tests.
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In trying to understand how data is in fact used in the discourse, we
must also look skeptically at the practice of decontextualized or anachronistic readings of research, often conducted in the name of discovering hidden
assumptions. As humanists we are well prepared to write eloquent critiques

of Locke's theory of knowledge, to construct abstract or theoretical
dichotomies, and to tease out the manifold implications of key words (e.g.,
validity, significance, data). But to understand the discourse of modern research we cannot. simply extrapolate from history or the OED. A sophisticated reading of research depends on understanding the context of doing

research, on knowing how key terms and concepts function as method
within the practice of the discourse. Acontextual readings, which do not see
the methods behind the words, often overgeneralize about what researchers
mean. Or they lead to the peculiarly ahistorical assumption that someone
doing empirical analysis does so from a set of nineteenth-century, unqualified, simplistic, or positivistic premises. These premises are not only unnec-

essary to doing empirical observation, they have been largely long
abandoned in even the hard sciences (O'Keefe). For example, compare the
following two ways of talking about research.
[Experimental, Clinical, and Formal research in composition share] the
positivist tradition's fundamental faith in the describable orderliness of the
universe: that is, the belief that things-in-the-world, including in this case
people, operate according to determinable or "lawful" patterns, general
tendencies, which exist quite apart from our experience of them [italics
added]. (North 137)

One wonders how many practicing researchers would agree with North's
monolithic account of their premises. By contrast, when Stephen Jay Gould,
who is a scientist, comments on the relation of knowledge and culture, one
sees an alternative view of research in which social construction and observa-

tion both play a part. The following comments are from an article which
traced the contribution of three culturally "determined" theories of vertebrate evolution. Although Gould sees each theory as building on an historically shaped and ultimately flawed interpretive framework, his view of
research allows data and interpretation to enter a constructive dialogue.
Popular misunderstanding of science and its history centers upon the vexaThe enemy of resolution, here as
tious notion of scientific progress.
nearly always, is that old devil Dichotomy. We take a subtle and interesting
issue, with a real resolution embracing aspects of all basic positions, and
we divide ourselves into two holy armies, each with a brightly colored cardboard mythology as its flag of struggle. .
.

.

.

. .

722

Cognition, Context, and Theory Building

These extreme positions, of course, are embraced by very few
Science is, and must be, culturally embedded; what else
could the product of human passion be? Science is also progressive bethinkers.

.

.

.

cause it discovers and masters more and more (yet ever so little in toto) of a
complex external reality. . Science is not a linear march to truth but a
.

.

tortuous road with blind alleys and a rubbernecking delay every mile or

two. Our road map is not objective reality but the patterns of human
thought and theories. ...
But this history [of three views on the development of vertebrates] is
not only a tale of social fashion. . Each world view was a cultural product, but evolution is true and separate creation is not. (16-24)
.

.

Gould takes a strong stance on the interaction of data and ideologya
stance which I think marks observation-based theory building as well. Although empirical methods grew up in the context of logical positivism and
18th- and 19th-century science, the most rigorous sort of empiricism can he
carried out with very different assumptions about what those "results" might
mean. Ironically, the process which practicing researchers actually argue
about is both more interesting and more problematic than these "cardboard
mythologies" are.
In practice, research is a process of case building in which data is a privileged form of evidence. Because the conclusions to which we aspire in the
humanities and social sciences are not susceptible to logical demonstration

or proof, we depend on argument and justification. We are operating in
what Perelman and others have described as the province of rhetoric the
truths we arrive at are judgments about what is probable. And, as Toulmin
has argued, our judgment about what is probable is intimately related to our
purpose in doing research or in making a deliberation. Imagine two groups
of researchers wanting to understand the place of Black English in education. Linguists intent on recognizing/justifying linguistic diversity are likely
to draw on different methods of analysis and justifications and to reach

different conclusions about the phenomenonthan would educators focused on the effect Black English has on social and economic equality
(Donmoyer).
Given that discoveries are contingent on the goals of investigation, the
critical question becomes: what constitutes a good argument (Phillips)? This
question comes up repeatedly in the exciting debate over quantitative versus
qualitative inquiry that has raged for the past seven years in the pages of Educational Researcher, the journal of the large American Educational Research
Association. This research community lives in a post-positivistic world which
acknowledges both the relative nature of knowledge and the social and cog-

nitive process of interpretation in educational research (Garrison, Howe,
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Phillips). The problem is how to evaluate the validity, reliability, and meaningfulness of claims made within this world (Fetterman, Firestone, MathisOn, Peshkin). In this debate research methods operate as rhetorical methods
in Perelman's sensethey are ways to evaluate the evidence for an idea. For
example, researchers use the technique of "significance testing," not to certify Truth or Significance, but to build a case for themselves and others about
the relative strength of their evidence, about the likelihood (probability) that
the pattern they saw could be seen by others, or that it might appear again, or
elsewhere. However, an even more important way to build a case within the

research community is to make one's own process of interpretationone's
methodologytransparent. Miles and Huberman describe this process with
exceptional clarity as they talk about the problem of consensus building in
qualitative research:
It seems that we are in a double bind: The status of conclusions from qualitative studies is uncertain because researchers don't report on their
methodology, and researchers don't report on their methodology because
there are not established conventions for doing that. Yet the studies are

conducted, and researchers do fill up hundreds of pages of field notes,
then somehow aggregate, partition, reduce, analyze, and interpret those
data. In publishing the results, they must assume theirs is not a solipsistic
vision. .. [They] do have a set of assumptions, criteria, decision rules, and
operations for working with data to decide when a given finding is established and meaningful. The problem is that these crucial underpinnings
.

of analysis remain mostly implicit, explained only allusively.
We need
to make explicit the procedures and thought processes that qualitative researchers actually use in their work. (22)
.

.

.

To say that data is only data, then, is to assert that research is a process of

case building and justification to one's self and others. Consider the problem which motivates this article: trying to understand the interaction of cog-

nition and context in writing. The goal of an observation-based theory
would he to create a finely-grained explanatory theory, to construct a more
fully-specified vision of this process, based on the data of experience. But because we cannot finally know if the patterns we see are there, the methods of
observational research should be read as attempts to test and verify one's
claims, as attempts to create more precise operational definitions, and/or as
attempts to rest claims upon multiple, independent observations based on
multiple methods (cf. Schriver). In this process, empirical observation plays
a central and positive role. However, this method of inquiry is not without
unavoidable difficulties of its own. In the rest of this paper I want to concen724
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trate on some of the inherent problems of observation and on the limits of
evidence from any source. A theory based on observation, like any argument, is still nothing more than a probabilistic statement. The problem is
how to respond to the necessary uncertainty of our own interpretations.
My mind goes back to that young woman working on her literary dissertation, developing her own new reading of a text. It was the spectre of empir-

ical methods that made her reject research. Why on earth should Anne
Dyson do a detailed, even quantifiable, analysis of her six-year-olds? Why
should theorists do more than assert, describe, and present persuasive examples of the evocative patterns they see? One answer is that as theorists
and researchers, we inevitably, constantly, and energetically impose meaning
and pattern on the data of experience. We beginoa study, we leap to an argu-

ment, and yet all too often, when we return to that larger world of our
data when we analyze it more, asking if it fits our hypothesis we see we
were "wrong." Our interpretive act created a lovely, theoretically appealing,
logically consistent pattern. It would have made a great journal article. But
as a theory aspiring to explanatory breadth it was wrong. Our theory may,

for instance, have described the striking performance of Jeannelle and
Jason to a "T," but on closer analysis it violated the experience of every
other student in the study.
There is a double bind in this profession. We know as theorists that our
interpretive acts cannot be "right" in any final sense. But unfortunately, they
can be wrong in some important ways: they can fail to fit or account for the
experience at hand; they can fail to do justice to the data, to the process, or
to the people we are trying to understand. The process of rhetorical inquiry
Lauer and Asher described has always been alive to this problem, insisting
on the tests of internal coherence and consistency. And, in fact, many tentative perceptions are discarded by those means long before we turn to other,
more elaborate filters. But the complexity and data-rich detail that both cognitive and contextual studies generate can create additional problems.

The Contribution of Empirical Methods
Observation-based theory turns to empirical methods because it is sensitive to
its own limitations.

Given enough time, people, including teachers, researchers, and literary critics, will always perceive patterns, of some sort, in anything. In the
face of this human tendency, observational research relies on two acts of
common sense. The first is to subject these observations and interpretations
to the test of reliability. As my colleague John Hayes once said, looking at
725

714 '1

Cross-Talk in Comp Theory

protocols is a little like looking at clouds if you look long enough you can
always see a pattern. The question is, would anyone else see it too? Does this
pattern in the data exist only in the eye of the beholder or the mind of the
theorist? A formal test of reliability among different observers is a response to
this dilemma.
In practice this simply means that the researcher must articulate the pat-

tern he or she perceives into a coding scheme that tells another observer
how to read the data (e.g., how to recognize a goal, an act of resistance, or a
commonplace of academic discourse when one of these postulated events
appears in the data). By convention, researchers expect at least 80% agreement as a basis for asserting reliability.
Sometimes reliability is simply checked at the end of a study and the

agreement score reported as another piece of evidence. However, this
process of developing a shareable reading of the data can be even more valuable when it is used in the early stages of analysis to create a more sensitive
and fine-grained theory. In this process the researcher asks a co-coder to analyze a sample of the data using the tentative theoretical statement (expressed
as a coding scheme) that the researcher has developed from his or her own
close analysis. The (inevitable) points of disagreement between coder and
co-coder become sparks to insight as they challenge a researcher to articulate intuitions, recognize disconfirming evidence, and see the diversity of
meaning his or her own categories may embrace. Reliability comparisons,
used as a generative technique, can lead to substantial changes in interpretation as a researcher progressively reshapes his or her claims to better reflect

the data. What began as a method of confirmation becomes a step in an
epistemic process. The exuberance of our pattern-making powers, fueled by
an initial piece of evidence, is only problematic, then, if we disregard conflicting messages from the data itself. The test of reliability is one way these
"messages" are spoken.
Observational theory building tries to deal with its own limitations at a
second critical point, by turning to another method that systematizes common sense. It sends the theorist to the resistant, uncompressed body of the

data as a whole, with the injunction to listen to that datato construct
meaningin a systematic way. The metaphor of "listening" to the data is
used in research not because people literally assume data can speak for itself
without our constructive effort, but to dramatize the need to avoid selective
observation and the willful imposition of one's own assumptions. The art of
listening to the whole involves not only an openness to contradictory and
disconfirming evidence, but a perverse zest for rival hypotheses, and an active search for unpredicted patterns that might be more fully supported by
the data than those predicted.
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Imagine, for example, that you are at a critical point in theory-building.
You have discovered a meaningful pattern:

You have found some striking examples of students creatingand
then dismissingtheir own personal elaborations as they read and
write,

Or you have just done. a brilliant explication of a protocol or a student text, or completed a revealing case study,

Or you have noticed that your advanced writers seem willing/able to
establish their personal authority early in a text, in ways your basic
writers fail to do.

You have the beginnings of a theoretical statement about some of the cognitive/contextual dynamics of authority. As a meaning maker, you have im-

posed a new order on the data of experience. And the question you must
now answer for yourself is whether this new order is an interesting but isolated pattern. Would this local explanation account for the other texts in the
folder, would it fit the other protocols, would it describe what those 40 students actually do and how the two classes really differ? In essence, does your
pattern fit the data at hand?
No theory will be a complete or perfect fit. Indeed, the object of theorybuilding as opposed to case studies is to isolate certain critical features from
the "noise" that constitutes the rest of the experience. And we must remember that we are constructing meaning based on our own definitions of meaningful. Given those premises, there are still some hard questions we want to
ask about the fit of our interpretations.
One of the first common-sense methods of empirical research is to test
the fit by asking, is there a rival hypothesis that offers a better explanation?

Many theories of discourse will seem true at some level of generalitye.g.,
advanced students of anything have more authority than beginners. However, rival interpretations that challenge the "authority" hypothesis might
include these: does my operational definition of "personal 'authority" really
capture a writer's personal attitude or can I only claim to have seen certain
textual conventions (such as the use of "I") that seem "authoritative"? Or
perhaps the assignment is really producing this.effect: maybe the advanced
writers are working on a familiar genre for which they know the conven-

tions for asserting and supporting a claim regardless of their personal
investment or confidence, or perhaps the real variable here is topic knowledge: the advanced writers are doing research papers which imhmerse them

in rich bodies of information and evidencetheir authority is logos; the
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basic writers, however, were assigned an expressive/descriptive paper which
leaves them swimming against the current, forced to use the subtle conventions for establishing ethos and personal authority in an artful genre. Experimental research methodology has formalized some. of the most common
sources of rival hypotheses into a set of standard threats to validity (cf. Huck
and Sandler). Before making a claim about causality, researchers should be
able to eliminate rival hypotheses, such as the effect of "mortality" in which
only the students who liked the class or shared the observer's bias remained
in the sample at the time of evaluation. Perhaps the most devastating rival
hypothesis to an experimental study is that what appears to be causation is

only correlation. For example, imagine that children's writing ability was
shown to increase with cultural literacy, with shoe size, or with some other
variable. One might claim causality, but in fact all of these supposed causes
may simply reflect the critical variable of age.

In experimental research one tries to control for outside influences in
order to exclude such rival claims in advance. In the more exploratory enterprise of observation-based theory building, it is difficult to deal with rival hypotheses through control. However, this concern still enters the process as

an effort to capture observations that escape the moldto actively explore
alternative interpretations of the data. There is a well-documented tendency
in studies of reasoning and inference-making for people to look only for positive instances which confirm a hypothesis and to happily ignore counter evidence (Wason and Johnson-Laird). Data-based observation encourages an

expectant stance toward new data that can leave the theorist open to revision. But more than that, by asking the researcher to make a theory opera-

tionalexplicit enough to be reliably used by another observer it allows
the data to speak back on its own resistant terms and may encourage rival,
complementary, or more explanatory patterns to emerge.
At times, research methodology allows us to ask how well a theory fits
and how well it works in yet another way: by asking if the pattern or frequency of our observation is strong enough to be surprising. Have we un-

covered a broadly descriptive pattern or only another interesting but
idiosyncratic event (Hayes)? For instance, the particular ways of negotiating
or avoiding authority that we observed in a few of our basic writers may, on

a more careful look at the data as a whole, be phenomena that are in fact
normally distributed across all sorts of students, maybe even across all sorts
of adult writers. Developing a voice and taking a rhetorical stance may be
problems we all share. If that were the case, our theory asserting that the
texts of basic writers can be distinguished by the absence of personal au-

thority and/or our educational innovation based on the differences we
thought we observed would be resting on a very shaky premise. Although
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we might be able to build a convincing argument about a general relationship between personal authority and writing, when it comes to grounding
our theory in the data of experience and testing its explanatory power, the
data in observation-based theory building has a chance to reply and tell us
that we have not yet captured the "truth" of this experience. Our theory
does not yet fit or work for the situation we hoped to explain.
Here is one place where an estimate of probability, in the form of elementary statistics, can play a useful role in exploratory research. Assume
that we have observed a number of cases in which basic writers fit our imagined pattern and fewer cases of advanced writers who do so; or assume we
see in our protocol data a growing number of elaborations made during
reading and discarded during writing. Is this pattern a meaningful description of the fate of elaborations? Does our pattern of authority-taking actually
distinguish one group of students from another? A simple test for statistical
significance lets us compare the frequency or distribution of the events we
see, with what might occur by chance, at random in a normal population of
students or in a data set the, size of ours. If our pattern is much more frequent than chance would dictate, it begins to look surprising and the probability that we have found a meaningful category goes up. The conventions
for claiming statistical significance. are rigorous: for a pattern to appear surprising it must have the probability of appearing by chance less than 5 times
in 100 or in some cases less than 1 time in 100, a result that is expressed as a
probability (p) that is equal to or less than a given level of occurrence (e.g.,
p = .05 or p < .05). Notice too what "significance" means here; it is a conservative and probabilistic statement which only asserts that the pattern we
claim to have seen is unlikely to have occurred by chance. Under some circumstances we might choose a statistical tool that is less rigorous than a "significance test" and more sensitive to partial or weak but interesting patterns
(Glaser and Strauss) i.e., we could choose to be a little more easily
impressed.

Testing the Constructed Reality of Theory
The pdint of all this is not to prove a claim but to understand more about
the 'strength and predictive power of the patterns we have created. Statistics,
by their very nature as tests of probability, are not designed to prove that a
point is true but whether it is probable. Once we decide to move beyond a
single case study and talk about the pattern of the whole, when multiple and
complex patterns are interwoven throughout a text or throughout the performance of readers or writers, it is often impossible to grasp the patterns of frequency or distribution without turning to a test of probability or a statistical
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test of correlation. Simple counts and even averages are often deceptive.
More importantly, statistical tests are often the only way to acknowledge the

negative evidence and the counterexamples in our data in a rigorous and
systematic way. They allow us to fit our theorized pattern, like an imaginary

transparency laid over the data as a whole, and see where the pictures
match and where they don't.
To return to that young woman again, what I hope she came to see in
our conversation was that the attempt to systematically test the fit between
your vision and your data is not an attempt to eliminate recognition of variety but actively to attend to it. Nor is it an attempt to certify validity, to assert
you have found truth, or to replace the richness of experience with numbers. In a way it is just the opposite it is a way to listen to more of that experience. It is also a response to the limitations of our own ways of knowing
and to our extraordinary ability to see pattern in anything. It is a response to
our theory-guided tendency to seek out what we can currently imagine and
to see what we already believe. All methods are,ultimately weak methods,
just as all our theories are only partial. In observation-based theory building
these two attempts to test claimsthat is, to test for reliability and for a fit to
the data with or without statisticsare often powerful not because they are
instruments of proof, but because they are a hedge against our own fallibility. But more than that, these instruments of caution can also be turned into
generative tools for building more finely-grained theories that are more
likely to work and fit.

Let me conclude with a final issue we face in building observationbased rhetorical theories that can integrate rather than polarize cognition
and context. My own work offers an example of the problem. The Readingto-Write study used a rich body of data to build a tentative theory of strategic
knowledge and its role in learning to manage academic discourse. This the-

ory emerged from a value-laden interpretive framework concerned with
how individual students can take authority over their own writing by gaining
awareness of their own interpretive process. At the same time, I believe this
theory is a sensible and careful description of the students we observed. And
its focus on goals, strategies, and awareness offers at least one way to describe
how cognition and context work together as reader/writers construct meaning. But will my description of how cognition and context interact fit-the
data of your students? Will my more general argument for the role of strategic consciousness itself hold when we examine other contexts? I can't say. A
genuine observation-based theory of strategic knowledge in writing, if we as

a field develop one, will not be the product of any one study or any one
writer or theorist. Observation-based theory building is a cumulative effort.
It is shaped by a community of observers working from different points of
730
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view, with different methods, and in different contexts of observation. More
importantly such a theory will be shaped. by the tension between its own two
goals, which are to create, on the one hand, a meaningful interpretation of
the world and, on the other, to test that constructed reality in clear and careful ways, against the rich and contrary data of experience.'

NOTE
1. I especially want to thank Janice Lauer, David Kaufer, Stuart Greene, John R.
Hayesand that young woman visiting Purduefor their stimulating and supportive discus-

sions of these issues.
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"Contact Zones"
and English Studies
PATRICIA BIZZELL

Our Ptolemaic system of literary categories goes creaking and groaning onward, in spite of the widely acknowledged need to overhaul it in response to
multiculturalism. This is not to say that there have not been attempts to revise course design in light of new materials and methods. For example, G.
Douglas Atkins and Michael L. Johnson's Writing and Reading Differently
(1985), Susan L. Gabriel and Isaiah Smithson's Gender in the Classroom
(1990), and James A. Berlin and Michael J. Vivion's Cultural Studies in the
English Classroom (1992) address the pedagogical consequences of deconstruction, feminist literary theory, and cultural studies, respectively, and also
incorporate more diverse literatures. But these attempts to foster innovation
in the individual classroom still leave the basic structure of English studies
intact.
In Kristin Ross's description of the multicultural world literature and
cultural studies program at the University of California at Santa Cruz, she
comments indirectly on this problem when she identifies as one stumbling
block to the Santa Cruz program the faculty's unwillingness "to depart from
their specialized fields" (668). They fended off demands to diversify their
course material with plaints like "But I don't have a PhD in South African
literature" (668). Ross gives good reasons for forging ahead in spite of such
protests, but she doesn't say much about the underlying structure of English
studies that still makes us think our scholarship must be organized along national or chronological lines, even though these are inimical to the process
of integrating new materials and methods because devised to serve and protect the old ones.
Reprinted from College English 56.2 (February 1994): 163-69. Used with permission.
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The persistence of the old basic structure can be seen even in an impressive new collection published by the Modern Language Association
with the avowed intention of fostering innovation: Stephen Greenblatt and
Giles Gunn's Redrawing the Boundaries: The Transformation of English and
American Literary Studies (1992). Even here, boundaries are not redrawn in
fundamentally new ways. Rather, the old, familiar structure of English studies is visible, for instance in chapter divisions that carve literary studies into
chronological periods, such as "Seventeenth-Century Studies" (British literature) and "American Literary Studies to the Civil War." Ten such chapters
are followed by eleven more, most with the word "Criticism" in the title, implying that here we turn from primary to secondary texts. Yet it is here that
we find the most attention to literature by women, gay people, and people of
color: separate chapters are devoted, for example, to "Feminist Criticism"
and "African American Criticism." Thus other traditional boundaries appear to be reasserted rather than redrawn. Moreover, the field of composition studies appears to remain behind even more impenetrable traditional
boundaries. Not only is "Composition Studies" given a separate chapter (in
the second set of eleven), but there must be an additional, separate chapter

just to explain why composition studies is included in this book at all
("Composition and Literature").
I think we need a radically new system to organize English studies, and I
propose that we develop it in response to the materials with which we are
now working. Instead of finagling the new literatures and the new pedagogical and critical approaches into our old categories, we should try to find
comprehensive new.forms that seem to spring from and respond to the new
materials. Instead of asking ourselves, for example, "How can I fit Frederick
Douglass into my American Renaissance course?" we need to ask, "How
should I reconceive my study of literature and composition now that I regard Douglass as an important writer?"
It could be argued that we don't need any new system of categories,
that what we should do is simply to knock clown the old system and then let
everyone do what he or she pleases. This appears to be the approach taken
by another recent attempt to chart new courses, the MLA's 1987 English

Coalition Conference. Peter Elbow, in his account of this conference,
What Is English? (1990), tells us there was a "remarkable consensus" at the
conference on "the central business of English studies" (17), and it was as
follows:
Using language actively in a diversity of ways and settingsthat is, not only
in the classroom as exercises for teachers but in a range of social settings
with various audiences where the language makes a difference.
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Reflecting on language use. Turning back and self-consciously reflecting on

how one has been using languageexamining these processes of talking,
listening, writing, and reading.

Trying to ensure that this using and reflecting go on in conditions of both
nourishment and challenge, that is, conditions where teachers care about
students themselves and what they actively learnnot just about skills or
scores or grades. (18; emphasis in original)

The tone here, of course, is quite different from that of Redrawing the
Boundariesthe focus is clearly on pedagogy rather than on the body of
scholarly knowledge. I applaud this focus on pedagogy, and I admire the
principles laid down above. But I can't help noticing that they appear to
have very little to do specifically with the discipline of English studies. To
me, they sound like the kind of principles I urge on faculty from all disciplines in my school's writing-across-the-curriculum program. There isn't a
course at my school where these principles couldn't be put advantageously
into practice. How, then, do they define "the central business of English
studies"?

What these principles leave out, as Elbow himself notes, is what people
read and write about in literary studies. He acknowledges that "you can't
make meaning unless you are writing or reading about something; . . practices are always practices of a content" (19; emphasis in original). Yet the
topic of literary content appeared to be taboo at the conference. As Elbow
.

tells it:

The question of literature was left strikingly moot. Not only was there no
consensus, there was a striking avoidance of the issue. It's not that it didn't
come up; the question of literature arose recurrently. . .. Yet every time we
somehow slid away from the issue into something else. (96, 97)

This sounds to me like repression, not freedom, but I sympathize with the
conference members. Small wonder they could not find a way to talk about
literature, with the old system of organizing it discredited for lack of inclusiveness and no new system yet accepted. But I am concerned that this kind of
avoidance leaves graduate and undergraduate curricula dangerously lacking

in guidancedangerously vulnerable to "cultural literacy" pundits who
would shove into the breach the only system still known, namely the old, bad

traditional one. Indeed, this threat appeared at the conference itself, and
Elbow, although an advocate of composition pedagogics in which each writer
is to do pretty much as he or she pleases, was sufficiently troubled by it that he
proposes his own list of literary contents for English studies in an appendix.
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But exactly how are we to develop a new system of organization from
the new materials of study, supposing we agree that this is needed? To do

so would seem to require that we make generalizations about the new
material about what, say, might be required to study Asian-American literature adequatelythat would be extremely difficult, if not downright
presumptuous, to make. I think we need an approach to the diverse world
literatures written in English we are now studying that focuses not on
their essential nature, whatever that may be, but rather on how they
might, not "fit" together exactly, but come into productive dialogue with
one another.
I suggest that we address this problem by employing Mary Louise Pratt's
concept of the "contact zone":
I use this term to refer to social spaces where cultures meet, clash, and
grapple with each other, often in contexts of highly asymmetrical relations
of power, such as colonialism, slavery, or their aftermaths as they are lived
out in many parts of the world today. (34)

This concept can aid us both because it emphasizes the conditions of difficulty and struggle under which literatures from different cultures come together (thus forestalling the disrespectful glossing over of differences), and
because it gives us a conceptual base for bringing these literatures together,
namely, when they occur in or are brought to the same site of struggle or
"contact zone."
A "contact zone" is defined primarily in terms of historical circumstances. It is circumscribed in time and space, but with elastic boundaries.
Focusing on a contact zone as a way of organizing literary study would mean
attempting to include all material relevant to the struggles going on there.
Pratt's main example of a "contact zone" here is Peru in the late sixteenth
and early seventeenth centuries, where she wants to study the interaction
among texts by Native Americans (newly discovered by twentieth-century
scholars) and the canonical Spanish accounts. I submit that the United States
is another such contact zone, or more precisely, a congeries of overlapping
contact zones, considered from the first massive immigration of Europeans
in the seventeenth century up to the present day. "Multiculturalism" in English studies is a name for our recognition of this condition of living on con-

tested cultural ground, and our desire to represent something of this
complexity in our study of literature and literacy.

If we understand that we are teaching in, and about, contact zones,
Pratt suggests that we must stop imagining our job to be transmitting a unitary literature and literacy. Under this old model,
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The prototypical manifestation of language is generally taken to be the
speech of individual adult native speakers face-to-face (as in Saussure's fa-

mous diagram) in monolingual, even monodialectal situationsin short,
the most homogeneous case, linguistically and socially. The same goes for
written communication. (38)

Now, Pratt suggests that we need a new model:
a theory that assumed different thingsthat argued, for instance, that the
most revealing speech situation for understanding language was one involving a gathering of people each of whom spoke two languages and understood a third and held only one language in common with any of the
others. (38)

This model treats difference as an asset, not a liability.

Given American diversity, our classrooms are getting to be more like
Pratt's new model than the old one. If we respond by "teaching the contact
zone," we can foster classrooms where, as in Pratt's experience,
All the students in the class ... [heard] their culture discussed and objectified in ways that horrified them; all the students saw their roots traced back
[but] kinds of marginalization
to legacies of both glory and shame; .
once taken for granted were gone. Virtually every student was having the
experience of seeing the world described with him or her in it. (39)
.

.

Acknowledging its difficulties, I am suggesting that we need a new system of

organization in English studies to make this kind of teachingand scholarshipnot only possible, but normative.
In short, I am suggesting that we organize English studies not in terms of

literary or chronological periods, nor essentialized racial or gender. categories, but rather in terms of historically defined contact zones, moments
when different groups within the society contend for the power to interpret
what is going on. As suggested above, the chronological, geographical, and
generic parameters of any contact zone are defined on the basis of including
as much material as possible that is relevant to the issue being contested.
Time periods can be short or long, literatures of different groups, languages,
or continents can be considered together, all genres are admitted, and so on.
For example, the New England region from about 1600 to about 1800
might be defined as a contact zone in which different groups of Europeans
and Native Americans were struggling for the power to say what had happened in their relations with each other. Thus canonical Puritan histories,
autobiographies, and captivity narratives would be studied in connection
739
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with historical commentaries and memoirs by non-Puritan Europeans (traditionally treated as "minor"), European transcriptions of Native American
speeches (problematic but invaluable), and letters, histories, and spiritual
autobiographies written by Native Americans in English (unknown in the
academy until very recently). The object would not be to represent what the
lives of the diverse European immigrant and Native American groups were
really like. Rather, the attempt would be to show how each group represented itself imaginatively in relation to the others. We would, in effect, be
reading all the texts as brought to the contact zone, for the purpose of communicating across cultural boundaries.
There are several advantages to this approach. First, it provides a rationale for integrating English studies multiculturally. No longer would we be
trying to squeeze new material into inappropriate old categories, where its
importance could not be adequately appreciated. We would be working
with categories that treated multiculturalism as a defining feature, that assumed the richest literary treasures could be found in situations in which
different histories, lifeways, and languages are trying to communicate and to
deal with the unequal power distribution among them. We would no longer
need to ask prejudicial questions, such as whether Frederick Douglass was
as "good" on some putative absolute scale of expository value as Henry
Thoreau. Rather, we would look at the rhetorical effectiveness of each writer
in dealing with the matter in hand, for example, the need to promote civil
disobedience in the contact zone created by white and black efforts to define and motivate action in response to slavery in the antebellum U.S.
Second, this approach fully integrates composition and rhetoric into literary studies. Studying texts as they respond to contact zone conditions is
studying them rhetorically, studying them as efforts of rhetoric. The historical context provides a way to focus the rhetorical analysis. Moreover, professional and student writing can also be seen as contending in contact zones
and experimenting with the textual arts of the contact zone that rhetorical
analysis emphasizes. Thus boundaries between "content" (literature) and its
traditional inferior, pedagogy (composition), are usefully blurred, as are the
distinctions between "high" literature and other kinds of writing, including
student writing. Donald McQuade makes a persuasive argument for blurring these boundaries in "Composition and Literature."
At the end of her essay, Pratt calls for the development of what she calls
"the pedagogical arts of the contact zone":
exercises in storytelling and in identifying with the ideas, interests, histories, and attitudes of others; experiments in transculturation and collaborative work and in the arts of critique, parody, and comparison (including
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unseemly comparisons between elite and vernacular cultural forms); the
redemption of the oral; ways for people to engage with suppressed aspects
of history (including their own histories); ways to move into and out of
rhetorics of authenticity; ground rules for communication across lines of
difference and hierarchy that go beyond politeness but maintain mutual
respect; a systematic approach to the all-important concept of cultural mediation. (40; emphasis in original)

David Bartholomae has recently suggested that we imagine these "arts"
translated into exercises in an English class. Imagine, for example, a class in
which literature is analyzed for the ways it moves among rhetorics of authenticity, students experiment with attending to suppressed aspects of their
own history as part of establishing their writerly personae, and scholarly writing is both shared and opened for parody. Pratt calls this work "cultural mediation"; my phrase for it is "negotiating difference studying how various
writers in various genres have grappled with the pervasive presence of differ-

ence in American life and developed virtues out of necessity. I would
include analysis of student writing, for its employment of contact zone
rhetorical strategies, and I would include "texts" of all kinds, as required by
the contact zones under studyposters, songs, films, videos, and so forth.
Reorganizing literary studies along these lines would mean redesigning
courses. For example, at Holy Cross we offer first-year students a choice of
either a composition course (a course in the personal essay) or a course that
introduces them to literary study by teaching the close reading of works
grouped according to genre. Under the new paradigm, there would be no
need for two separate courses. The abilities needed both to enter literary
studies and to refine one's own writing would be the skills of analyzing and
imitating rhetorical arts of the contact zone. Students would learn to critique strategies of negotiating difference in the writing of others and to practice them in their own. So we could offer just one course, writing-intensive
but including some reading and analysis of literature (broadly defined).
It would also mean reorganizing graduate study and professional schol-

arly work in ways I hardly dare to suggest. I suppose that one would no
longer become a specialist in American literature, a "Shakespeare man," or
a "compositionist." Rather, people's areas of focus would be determined by
the kinds of rhetorical problems in which they were interested.
My main object is to get people to work on the project. I have no coherent alternative program to present. But I believe that if we reorganize literary
studies in this way, we will be giving a dynamic new direction to our profession. We will be creating disciplinary parameters within which boundaries really can be redrawn to come to terms with the demands of multiculturalism.
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This new paradigm will stimulate scholarship and give vitally needed guidance to graduate and undergraduate curricula. It might also lead us, in the
multicultural literary archives, to stories of hope that can lend us all spiritual
sustenance as we renew efforts to make the United States a multicultural
democracy. If we are not given to complete the task, neither are we allowed
to desist from it.
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RICHARD 0 HMANN

I have a standard opener for talks like this. It is to cite the old definition of an
expert as someone who is more than 35 miles from home. Given the topic
I've taken on tonight, I might modify that: an intellectual is someone more
than 35 miles from home. Back there, I was reading students' essays, teaching about Fitzgerald and West, and worrying with my colleagues over the

shape that the second half of our required sophomore course for majors
should have. Then, a surge of jet power, an interlude at the Atlanta airport,
another jet, and here I stand before you, to talk about class, history, and the

responsibilities of intellectuals. This is very grandbut also appropriate,
since what I want to urge upon you is the ineradicable presence in our lives
of just such incongruities and tensions. We often feel them as a kind of role
dissonance, yielding malaise or worse. There are historical reasons for those
feelings, and I plan to touch on our history today; but not with the intent of
arguing that we are its helpless pawns. I think there are openings out from
the contradictory position of professional-and-intellectual, and eventually

I'll get around to such upbeat thoughts. First, though, I will speak of the
contradictions.

In doing so, I addressmost directlythe graduate and professional
students. I hope I won't, by taking long views, show insensitivity to the very
real, immediate problems you face. I remember clearly enough, over the

lapse of three decades, the intimidating weight of professional expectations, the crush of daily labor, the monumental anxieties produced by
qualifying exams, the impossibility as it seemed, of producing a discourse
Reprinted from College English 52.3 (March 1990): 247-57. Used with permission.
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of 300 pages or so that some human being would care to read. I know
toothough not from my own experience, since jobs abounded in those
ancient daysthe desolation of spirit into which the job crisis of the past
20 years has plunged many arts and sciences students. I have little to say
about these good causes for worry, and to any who may have come hoping
for practical advice, I apologize, and suggest you step out for a beer. Nor

will I talk much about the bright side of your experience, the challenge
and exhilaration of higher learning. That's part of what you came for, and I
hope you're getting some of it.
Let me make some assumptions. For instance, that most of you came
from liberal arts backgrounds and that you experience professional or graduate education partly as an enlargement of scope and competence, but partly
also as a narrowing of the interests and vision you brought here. I assume
that you wanted to be, in a broad sense, intellectuals (you didn't choose onthe-job training in sales or computer programming) but find, if you didn't
already know it, that you can qualify for that life only by becoming specialistsspecific kinds of intellectuals, holding your most serious conversation
with ever smaller groups of peers. I assume that you wanted the kind of au-

tonomy offered by professional life but are experiencing along the way
enough subservience and deflection of individual purpose to make you wonder. I assume you wanted what I'll call social authority, and will achieve it,
but only in a small compartment assigned you by the division of labor. I assume, finally, that you came with concern about social 'problems and hoped
to address them responsibly with the aid of what you are learning and of the

social authority conferred by professional membership issues like health
care delivery, nuclear power, crises of the family, racial inequality, the physical and cultural environments. You can name your own issues, and I'm sure
you have plenty of them, as we do in English: literacy, the relations of elite
and popular culture, the status of minority dialects and languages, the con-

tinued subordination of women, and so on. If I'm right, I imagine that you
are finding, too, or will find, that your expertise and concern run more into
small local channels than you might have wished. Hopes for deeper literacy
shrink into schemes for writing across the curriculum; hopes for racial
equality come down to inclusion of a black writer in English 202to call on
examples from my own field once again.
Now, there is nothing particularly new or surprising in this. I do no
more, perhaps,' than name the familiar discontents of specialization. The
immediate occasion for reviewing them in your presence is my bemused
reading, a while back, of Russell Jacoby's book, The Last Intellectuals, which

puts the matter in a startling enough way, and makes the case that something new has indeed happened. His title refers to the generation that in744
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eludes Galbraith, McCarthy, Howe, Kazin, Carson, Riesman, Bell, and so
on, and he holds that they are indeed the last of their kind. He challenges us
to "Name a group of important younger American critics, philosophers, or
historians," sociologists, psychologists, and so on (8). As recently as the
1950s, he says, that would have been easy to doand the names would have
been those just mentioned, along with perhaps two dozen others. They have
virtually no successors.
Of course it would be easy for those of you "in" history to name impor-

tant young historians and for me to name important young critics. Jacoby's
point is that few outside our credentialed ranks could do so; and even those
who couldperhaps because of hostile notice taken in the New York Times
Magazine or the Wall Street Journal would have little interest in reading
their work, and little understanding of the debates that animate their writing. Jacoby is concerned with "public intellectuals, writers and thinkers who
addressed a 'general and educated audience" (5). They were "freely speculating minds" who pursued "wide-ranging, curious, adventurous, and humane
study" (72-73), but the main point is that they did so in accessible language
and in arenas that could carry their ideas far beyond professional boundaries. Why is there no successor generation?
To put it sharply: the habitat, manners, and idiom of intellectuals have
been transformed within the past fifty years. Younger intellectuals no
longer need or want a larger public; they are almost exclusively professors. Campuses are their homes; colleagues their audience; monographs
and specialized journals their media. Unlike past intellectuals they situ-

ate themselves within fields and disciplinesfor good reason. Their
jobs, advancement, and salaries depend on the evaluation of specialists,

and this dependence affects the issues broached and the language
employed.

Independent intellectuals, who wrote for the educated readers, are
dying out....

Jacoby sees the migration into universities as critical, and not mainly out
of a nostalgia for shabby cafes on the Left Bank or in Greenwich Village.
Not the security and comfort of university life, but its way of organizing
knowledge is the main trouble:
[P]rofessionalization leads to privatization or depoliticization, a withdrawal
of intellectual energy from a larger domain to a narrower discipline. Leftists who entered the university hardly invented this process, but they accepted, even accelerated it. Marxism itself has not been immune; in recent
years it has become a professional "field" plowed by specialists. (147)
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That last point is close to the heart of Jacoby's concern: like me, he is especially worried about the shrivelling into professionalism of critical and oppo-

sitional intellectuals, those who would search for the roots of social and
cultural change, cry halt to processes of corporate domination, and put forth

alternate visions. About the activities of such critics in their university
perches, Jacoby is gloomy indeed, especially with respect to those who took
part in sixties movements and then carried their politics into professional careers. His survey of radicals in academic philosophy, international studies,
political science, history, economics, literary theory, geography, and so on
makes his point well enough, though. in my view hyperbolically and with a
skewed emphasis to be explored toward the end of this talk. To look about us
is on the one hand to confirm the worst horrors of the Wall Street Journal,

the National Review, Commentary, and the Heritage Foundationthe university gives sustenance to thousands or tens of thousands of radicalsand
on the other hand, and from the other side of the aisle, it is to fear that Jacoby is right in his ironic message: "not to worry, they are only talking to one
another."
Having laid out these propositions for your consideration, I now want to
put them in a slightly longer historical perspective than Jacoby does. History

can help us see where we areparticularly we intellectuals, who, as Alvin
Gouldner observed, tend to see everyone else's condition as historically
grounded, but ours as self-grounded and autonomous. Of course it is not.
For those who work as professionals, our history is in fact highly contingent
and brief. Professionalism as we know it gradually took shape through the
efforts of occupational groups to control their work, regulate entry to it, and

claim privileges and benefitsonly in the second half of the last century.
Before that there were the three recognized professions of law, divinity, and
medicine, but they bore little resemblance to the forms of organization that
characterize professions now. (The word "professional" was first used as a
noun, in the modern sense, about 1850; and the word "professionalism" appeared even later.) Professions affixed themselves to, or grew out of, universi-

ties toward the end of the nineteenth century, when modern universities
themselves first came into existence. Professionalism seems to have been an
integral growth within advanced capitalism, which first offered the opportunity for such specializations of knowledge, status, and power.
As this development implies, no line of work is intrinsically a profession.
People settled disputes before there were certified lawyers, healed before
there were licensed physicians, built bridges before there were professional
engineers, did science before there were academic degrees in it, and so on.
Contrariwise, no logic prevents shoe repair or rock 'n' roll performance from
being a profession. The important thing to see is that professions are socially
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made categories, and processes. A group that is doing a particular kind of
work organizes itself in a professional association; appropriates, shares, and
develops a body of knowledge as its own; discredits other practitioners performing similar work; establishes definite routes of admission, including but
not limited to academic study; controls access; and gets recognition as the
only group allowed to perform that kind of work, ideally with state power
backing its monopoly. The process doesn't end there. Every constituted profession must continue to defend its rights and its borders. For the weaker
ones, like secondary school teaching, this is no hollow threat, as proposals
regularly come forward to bring non-pros into the schools, or eliminate job
security from outside, or stratify teaching so that only a few would ever become full-fledged professionals ("master teachers"), or as instructional materials prepared by business groups and other outside agencies flow into the
classroom. Most high school teachers experience their profession as sustained through daily conflict in ways hardly imaginable to economists or
physicians. But the possibility of challenge and even defeat always in principle exists.

Now this is not to say that every line of work is equally amenable to professionalization. Magali Sarfatti Larson, whose book, The Rise of Professionalism, will he the main source of my remarks for the next few minutes, lists a
number of conditions favorable to professional monopoly:

1. That almost everybody needs the service being sold.
2. That its dispensation can be kept relatively private, even invisible.

3. That the clientele be unorganized individuals.
4. That the profession's cognitive basis be well-defined and esoteric.
5. That the market for the service can be kept independent of other
markets.

Clearly conditions like these favor medicine over high school teaching
and high school teaching over fast food work. But nothing is determined or
eternal here. Professions, in the modern sense, can exist only in the context

of commodity and labor marketsthat is, in the context fully created only
by capitalism, so far. But Larson interestingly points out that professions did
not automatically or easily find a place for their wares, even in that context.
It is worth quoting her at some length, on this:
For a professional market to exist in a modern sense, a distinctive "commodity" had to be produced. Now professional work, like any other form of
labor, is only a fictitious commodity; it "cannot be detached from the rest
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of life, be stored or mobilized," and is not produced for sale. Unlike craft or
industrial labor, however, most professions produce intangible goods: their

product, in other words, is only formally alienable and is inextricably
bound to the person and the personality of the producer. It follows, therefore, that the producers themselves have to be produced if their products or
commodities are to be given a distinctive form. In other words, the professionals must be adequately trained and socialized so as to provide recognizably distinct services for exchange on the professional market....
Because of the unique nature of the products to be marketed, and because their use value to the large public was as uncertain as it was new,

control had to be established first at the point of production": the
providers of services had to be controlled in order to standardize and thus
identify the "commodity" they provided. For this, a cognitive basis was
crucial.. .. However, a cognitive basis of any kind had to be at least approximately defined before the rising modern professions could negotiate cognitive exclusiveness that is, before they could convincingly establish a
teaching monopoly on their specific tools and techniques, while claiming
absolute superiority for them. The proved institutional mechanisms for
this negotiation were the license, the qualifying examination, the diploma,
and formal training in a common curriculum. (14-15)

Precisely because there is no natural market for services provided in the professional format, in order to gain market control, professionalizing groups
have to standardize their entry rituals and create a body of knowledge whose
mastery would serve as prerequisite for novices. This is not to say that the
knowledge and training associated with various professions have no social

and intellectual valuethough members of one group have occasionally
been known to hold such views about the cognitive basis of another group
but just that it's wrong to think of bodies of sound knowledge as logically or
historically prior to movements toward professional power.
This suggests, to no one's surprise, that in any profession's address to the
public there will be a certain amount of ideology. To that I now turn, with
the intent of explaining some of the contradictions I assumed you to be ex-

periencing. The first two derive from claims that must be advancedand
acceptedabout a profession's body of knowledge. First that knowledge
must appear objective and disinterested, transcending the preferences of
those who produce and transmit it. That requirement stands directly athwart
the fact that we all are interested parties with social and moral projects that
are partly responsible for our wanting to be professionals in the first place.
Everything in the professional ethos urges that we lay aside those interests, at
least in our professional roles, and especially during our training. Second,
the body of knowledge and its regulation and advancement must be closed
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to outsiders in effect, privateor there is no reason to demand long specialized training and no justification for banning amateurs from practice.
But that requirement conflicts precisely with the wish many of us have to
converse with wider groups of citizensto be, in fact, public intellectuals. ,
Let me mentionstill drawing on Larson's analysisjust a few other
contradictions and tensions that arise from the historical contingency of
professionalism:
I. Successful professions have gathered in the social authority that Ja-

coby attributes to older generations of free intellectuals, but, as specialization increases, have done so by delimiting the field of that
authority to the extent that few outsiders know what the specialists
do, or care to seek their counsel. (This is especially true in academic
fields.)

2. To warrant their privilegesfreedom from the most intense competition and relatively autonomous conditions of work, to mention the
two most importantprofessions have proclaimed an ideal of service to the whole social body and initial independence from the rich
and powerful. Yet since we offer our services either on the market or
through institutions like colleges that express social inequality, we
tend generally to serve those who pay. Willy-nilly, most of us spend
at least part of our energies reproducing the injustices of the social
order.
3.

Professions justify their rewards, similarly, by announcing their openness to anyone who qualifies and forsaking all barriers of heredity or
class. In so doing they shore up the ideology of equal opportunity, actually providing a justification for inequality, which, when ideology
is working smoothly, will seem the natural result of different abilities
and different degrees of effort.

4. Finally, professionals claim autonomy, both in their work and from

the market, while using socially produced knowledge to gain, collectively, an advantageous position in the market. (Obviously some do
this far more successfully than others.) To add one more twist, autonL
omy translates, partly, into careers, wherein one gains public advantage by winning the approval of specialist colleagues. Thus public
recognition in the form of earnings and prestige gravitates toward
those who speak with the least public voice.

I've been generalizing over a broad range of professions, ignoring the
differences among them and between those that sell services to individuals
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and those that work for salaries, and abstracting rather madly. Still, I hope
that even this distorted account helps explain both why so many professionals and professionals-in-training feel conflicts between their original goals
,and the means of achieving them and also why the disappearance of public
intellectuals is about as historically inevitable as such changes can be. The
only puzzle is why this one took so long to complete itselffor it was well
underway in the first two decades of this century, as contemporary observers
like Veblen and Randolph Bourne often complained. I think the answer is
just that, in spite of rapid growth from 1880 on, universities and professions
remained a small part of our society until after the Second World War. Then
they quickly enlarged to encompass almost all possibilities for intellectual
inquiry, overwhelming alternatives like Jacoby's much-lamanted Bohemia.
Further, as professional bodies of knowledge grew exponentially and increased in sophistication, professionalized intellectuals gained real advantages, along with spurious ones, over generalists, so that it takes a truly
heroic effort now, by someone like Chomsky (is there anyone like him?), to
compete legitimately with professionals in other fields for their own terrain.
Clearly, this is not all bad.
And with that grudgingly cheerful remark, this talk has. passed its nadir. I

will now begin to loosen the net of contradictions I have drawn so tightly
around our best hopes and your life chances. Before waxing too optimistic,
though, let me pause to deal with a phenomenon that might seem to call Jacoby's thesis into question. At about the time when his book was granted the
modest success he would have predicted, two other books by intellectuals
stood week after week at the top of the New York Times non-fiction best seller
list; as everyone knows, they were Allan Bloom's The Closing of the Ameri-

can Mind and E. D. Hirsch's Cultural Literacy. I shall pass over the first of
these, because I don't plan ever to read it (I have enough ulcers without that;
but I'll be glad to debate it anyhow in the question period). In any case, Jacoby has a place for it in his scheme: the conservative jeremiad against the
university, so familiar in recent years, can reach wide audiences because
conservatives continue to write plain language for general audiences, and
well, because they have big conservative bucks
they can do that because
behind them, supporting a conservative public sphere.
Hirsch is another matter, a liberal, and a highly professionalized academic. His case for the inseparability of literacy from cultural knowledge is
strong. The point is important and could easily sponsor a more fruitful debate than the one that has ensued. But Hirsch encouraged the kind of re.

.

.

ception his ideas have in fact had by espousing the very traditional
American hope that a technical reconception of learning and modification
of educational policy might, without any significant change in our society,
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ameliorate its inequality and injustice. His program, he insists on the first
page of the preface, would not only serve all classes, but "constitute the only
sure avenue of opportunity for disadvantaged children, the only reliable way
of combating
. social determinism" and breaking "the cycle of poverty"
(xii). Since Hirsch seems to attribute class to "class distinction" (91), implying that it would go away if we could eliminate ignorance and invidiousness, this hope is no surprise. The fact that the distribution of wealth has
.

.

remained roughly constant through a century in which education has
changed beyond recognition, the fact that it has gotten steadily more unequal during the last twenty years, regardless of 1960s experiments in open
education or 1980s movements back to basics, the fact that the top ten percent now own close to ninety percent of productive wealth and the top one

percent nearly half of productive wealththese facts might suggest that
there are unjust forces at work in our social process, not just bad theories
about the teaching of eight-year-olds.
But our leaders, intellectual and political, prefer not to think of matters
in this way and welcome programs that offer to channel social conflict into
technical resolutions. This gatekeeping process is evident from Hirsch's account of his project's genesis and development: an article in the Journal of
Basic Writing, a fellowship at the Center for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences, support from the National Endowment for the Humanities,

encouragement from Gerald Graff at a 1981 conference of the Modern
Language Association, urgings from Joseph Epstein to develop the MLA
paper into, what became very influential articles in The American Scholar, a
suggestion from Diane Ravitch that Hirsch write a book and call it Cultural

Literacy. Then, as lie puts it, "the tenor of my life began to change. I received a letter from Robert Payton, president of the Exxon Educational
Foundation," whose "kindly and idealistic challenge pulled me away from
scholarly concern and into educational activism." I could go on through his
acknowledgements, which tell a story of patronage and affiliation that says
much about the ideological and hegemonic processes in a society like ours
and about the attainment of influence.

One shouldn't make a single instance bear too much interpretive
weight. But I suggest that we can understand the Hirsch event only in part
by reference to Jacoby's categories. An academic professional can become,
at least briefly, a public intellectual if he (probably not she) taps into liberal
myths, adopts the problem-solution format, eschews the deeply critical, and
advances a striking and hopeful thesis in accessible language. Yet the interpretation seems forced; another frame for the Hirsch event may be more
helpful. Couldn't we see him as an action intellectual, like so many who
went to Washington in the sixties, and who, whatever publics they reached
751
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with their writings, were finally addressing policy-makers in the seats of political power? Or, might we better still understand Hirsch in his present situation as an organic intellectual (Gramsci's term), advancing the social vision
and project of a powerful class? What class, in that case?
Here I must touch on a part of the historical picture I have so far left out.

In speaking of emergent professions a hundred years ago, I treated them
strictly as occupational groups, coping with the challenges and opportunities history had dealt them. Needless to say, there were affinities of interest,
outlook, and experience among these rapidly enlarging groups; and their
growth was accompanied by that of managers, administrators, and officials.
Barbara and John Ehrenreich, Robert Wiebe, and others have persuasively
urged that we think of all of these groups as constituting a new class, be-

tween labor and increasingly remote corporate capital, and quite distinct
from the old petty bourgeoisie. They were mental workers; they did not own
a significant share of the means of production; their broadest social role was
reproduction of capitalist culture and class relations. The Ehrenreichs call
them the "Professional-Managerial Class," or PMC for short. This class, to
which most of us surely belong, stands in a complex relation to labor, which
I won't try to describe here, and also to capital: we can see it as carrying out
tasks of social control, ideological production, and supervision more or less
on behalf of the dominant class; but also as critical of unrestrained capital-

ism and market processes, right from the outset. It has aligned itself with
rational management of production and of the social process and with culture, broadly speaking. It offers a vision of intelligent, liberal society.

The main point I wish to make is that the PMC has grown enormously
from at most two million in 1900 to something like sixty million today, with
much of that growth in the postwar period, accompanying the explosion of
the universities mentioned earlier. In the process, it has gained influence,
confidence, and political cohesion (think of Gary Hart and the yuppies), to
some degree apart from and in conflict with big capital. I think we can understand liberal intellectualsthe Bundys, Rostows, Schlesingers, and so on
of the 1960s, perhaps intellectuals like Hirsch todayas the active, public
voice of the PMC. Clearly such a role in formation of ideology and social
control is not what Jacoby has in mind, but I suggest that it's a parallel role,
today, to that of the older public intellectuals and that it is the main channel
of influence for people in our class.
That will hardly comfort Jacoby, nor does it comfort me. But it's not the
whole story either. Within the PMC and especially within universities, criti-

cal and radical intellectuals obviously also exist in larger and larger
numbers. I would hold that their our significant presence is in fact guaranteed by the contradictory position of the PMC and more narrowly of pro752
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fessionals and university intellectuals. To mention just one key reason: the
claim of autonomy, the aspiration toward a free life of the mind, so embedded in professional ideology, is always in some tension with the large institutions that structure our work, and with their relation to centers of real power
in our society. "Cooptation" was the word for that, in the sixties, and what

happened then suggests that critical intellectuals can in certain circumstances become a significant social force, when in alliance with other
groups.
Of course Jacoby is right, that rebels of the sixties who have continued as
intellectuals have largely done so in the quieter venue of faculty ranks. And
he is right that the move there has called forth from them a more specialized
voice, that Todd Gitlin, Professor of Sociology at Berkeley, is not the same as

Todd Gitlin, president of SDS in 1964. Yet the example is not the best one
Jacoby might have chosen, for with Gitlin's books on SDS and the media,
on prime time TV, and on the sixties, he has in fact reached a wide audience with no sacrifice of intellectual scope, professional rigor, or critical
edge. That his audience consists mainly of university people and media professionals hardly makes it insignificant.
Beyond that, I think Jacoby is looking in the wrong place, for the wrong
kind of relationship between intellectuals and the rest of the society. His
ideal is that of the brilliant individual, wide-ranging and autonomous, precisely the sort of person who lurks in the background of professional ideology: the lone hero of intellect. I too regret that there are no more Edmund
Wilsons, but in the new context their role cannot often, if ever, be taken up
by unattached intellectuals, or by heroes of the economics department.
This does not mean that critical academics lack a public voice or social
authority. Consider a remarkable blind spot in Jacoby's book. He names
Betty Friedan as one of the last intellectuals, for The Feminine Mystique;
apart from that, no feminists, academic or otherwise, appear among the
hundreds of names in his index, except for Jane Fonda, who is mentioned in
the text as Tom Hayden's wife. Nor does the word "feminism." Yet imagine
the absurdity of thinking that feminism vanished from the public arena in
1964 or that its contestation of power and privilege depends on, say, Gloria
Steinem stepping into the shoes of Betty Friedan. If any group of academic

and non-acadeMic intellectuals have changed minds and changed the
world over the past twenty years, it is feminists; but they have not addressed
society through the lone, heroic voice. They have done so in ways familiar to
us all: through self-organized small groups, through conferences and journals, through a body of revisionist scholarship that has changed how we un-

derstand reality, through challenges in the streets and in the electoral
process, through the building of thousands of feminist organizations and
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institutions, through pressure on gender relations in the recesses of the
PMC domestic sphere . . . and the list could go on.
That Jacoby missed, or chose to ignore, this social upheaval and the role
of professionals in it surely owes in part to good old-fashioned male thickheadedness. But I think it owes also to the way in which he conceives the
public sphere and the activity of intellectuals. He does not allow for a relation more complex than that of single voice and general public. He does not
consider how ideas flow through organizations and movements. He does not
see how critical thought sometimes spills out of universities, rather than always being neutralized within them. He does not ponder how the growth
and consolidation of the PMC creates new frictions and new articulations of
critical thought, along with the siren songs of research grants and tenure.
Thus he is silent, not only on feminism, but also on black intellectuals,
the black studies movement, and struggles against racism. He ignores the
role of both specialists and academic non-specialists in resistance to the rape
of Central America. (Though a merciless gang of action intellectuals have
for eight years promoted the ideology of intervention, and, with the public
voice and the power of the President behind them, have kept the policy in
effect, a substantial majority of the people oppose it, and that, along with the
vigorous efforts of activists including professionalshas at times deterred a
pusillanimous Congress from exacting the full measure of Presidential brutality.) Jacoby passes over the critical legal studies movement, Physicians for
Social Responsibility and their place in the fight for disarmament, the professors and students who have at times led the anti-apartheid movement in
this countryand you or I could extend the list.
Critical intellectuals are in fact far more active and consequential now
than in the early sixties, the last great moment, in Jacoby's view, of the public intellectual. They work in different sites and in different ways and will
have to elaborate and sophisticate those ways enormously before gaining the
power to challenge seriously the centers of ideological and social power.
That will not happen apart from a gathering of oppositional forces comparable to what took place in the sixties. But critical intellectuals will play a role

-in that gathering are playing a role in italbeit not on the star system.
They are doing so collaboratively, both within the university and in relation
to movements outside it.
I risk sounding more triumphalist than I feel here. Obviously, this is not
an exhilarating moment for radical intellectuals or for oppositional movements. But I want to sound the optimistic note in speaking to you who are
entering the professions and who cherish hopes that by doing so you will
not, at the end of your entry rites and ordeals, find yourselves in some small,
dark, padded corner of the labyrinth. There is no need to put aside hopes of
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making a political and cultural difference. You can work where you are and
will be to challenge entrenched inequality and the arrogance of power that
nearly saturate our main arenas of public discourse and social action. You
will have social authority: the question is, how to use it in collaboration with
others; how to be consciously political agents, both in the narrowest professional sites (the syllabus and pedagogy of English 101 do make a difference)
and in negotiating alliances beyond your certified competence and beyond
the academy. Prior to that tough political question, of course, there is question of resolve. In closing, let me quote a passage that did a lot for my own
resolve, when I first read it more than twenty years ago. It is from Noam
Chomsky's essay, "The Responsibility of Intellectuals."
Intellectuals are in a position to expose the lies of governments, to analyze

actions according to their causes and motives and often hidden intentions. In the Western world at least, they have the power that comes from
political liberty, from access to information and freedom of expression.
For a privileged minority, Western democracy provides the leisure, the
facilities, and the training to seek the truth lying hidden behind the veil of
distortion and misrepresentation, ideology, and class interest through
which the events of current history are presented to us.
It is the responsibility of intellectuals to speak the truth and to expose
lies. (324-25)

That's not a bad place to start.
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