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ABSTRACT 

Doomspeak is loosely defined as any type of 

censorious discourse whose purpose is based upon the 

acquisition and maintenance of a semblance of credibility 

through rhetorical strategies that attempt to stonewall 

fruitful dialogue on issues. The focus of these 

discussions is the contemporary critique being directed at 

education, teachers, and institutions of higher learning. 

This text examines the "Doomspeak Matrix"--the rhetorical, 

historical, and socio-political dimensions of the 

phenomena--in an attempt to establish the parameters that 

help to create a tradition of educational critique. To 

help illuminate how the tradition manifests itself today 

in the virulent discussions that characterize much of the 

criticism brought to bear on academia, the dissertation 

analyzes the rhetorical techniques of Doomspeak that 

emanates from popular forums, and the response promulgated 

through more academic or professional founts. In these 

discussions, the emphasis is on illustrating how the 

discussions doom any attempts at reform because of the 

characteristic back-biting and in-fighting that they 

manifest. The discussions conclude with some 

considerations of how teachers might turn some of these 

discussions into positive classroom forces. 
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CHAPTER I 

Facing the Furies: An Introduction to Doomspeak 

It is always tempting to blame bad conditions on 
since liberal and leftist thinking has been 
driven out of nearly every other part of 
American life, that the pitiful remnant of left 
wing ideology that has taken refuge in 
university literature departments must be the 
reason social problems so disobligingly exist. 

Louis Menand 
Harper's, 12/91, 49. 

One of the most disquieting features of 
contemporary American academic culture is the 
growing chasm between the study of literature in 
the university and the reading practices of 
educated people outside the academy. 

Robert Alter 
Partisan Review, 1991, 
282. 

Tenured radicals are trying to turn campuses 
into authoritarian ministates. 

George will (attribution) 
Newsweek, 5/6/91, 72. 

These three critics each advance radically different 

perspectives concerning the contemporary state of affairs 

in the American academy. The three viewpoints each 

appeared in a different politically colored forum, and the 

ideas and observations introduced by the quotations speak 

volumes about current attitudes toward academic theory and 

practice. From all corners of the media, the voices 

posing questions and shrieking diatribe are slowly 

reaching crescendo. The simple act of picking up a 
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newspaper, popular magazine, academic journal, or 

television channel changer exposes the reading and viewing 

public to myriad forms of protest leveled at schools, 

teachers, national knowledge levels, or any number of 

other academically-oriented concerns. The number of 

accusations and protests seems legion, and the critical 

multitude is much more diverse than it was in the early 

ages of academic critique when materials addressing 

problems with schools, teachers, or curricula were 

prepared mainly by academics for other academics. 

Menand, Alter, and Will, when added to their numerous 

counterparts who write in various forums and present 

through different media, all contribute to the rise of a 

form of discourse I have c~osen to call Doomspeak. In 

general terms, Doomspeak is best defined as a type of 

discourse which has a purpose based upon acquiring and 

maintaining a semblance of credibility either for the 

position being taken or for the individual offering the 

position. It can accomplish this purpose by making 

accusations of political or professional improprieties 

against its opposition, burying its true intent under 

volumes of factual evidence, presenting a character that 

seems to want to solve the problems under consideration, 

and making any number of other attempts at compromising 

the opposition. The "doom" in this form of speaking and 
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writing is metaphorical in the sense that the discourse 

rarely threatens human life. The discourse does, however, 

threaten human professional livelihood, and poses a severe 

obstacle to any groups or individuals seeking to arrive at 

dialogue about issues and any reforms that may result from 

the dialogue. These threats are due in no small part to 

Doomspeak's tendency to replicate itself. That is, when 

one side of a controversy is represented through 

Doomspeak, those in opposition very often respond with 

their own forms of Doomspeak, thus creating a vicious 

cycle where the ability to score points off one's 

opposition becomes more valuable than listening to all 

sides in the conversation. This particular form of 

discourse is particularly characteristic of the current 

debates about the ends and functions of teaching, higher 

education, the contents of the curriculum, the status of 

under-represented literatures, authors, and minority 

groups within the academy, and so on. What distinguishes 

contemporary educational critique from its past 

incarnations, however, is a seemingly overwhelming desire 

for an educational apocalypse, a metaphorical "doom" of 

sorts, that is suggested in the tone and rhetoric found in 

the multitude of writings that address the current state 

of affairs in American educational systems. Whether the 

writing addresses education's consumers, its 
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practitioners, or its methodologies, the effect and 

message seem to be ones of cynical hopelessness or 

forthright indictment. Whether the sentiment is implied 

or explicit, Doomspeak concerning education is 

characterized primarily by calls for sweeping and 

immediate change, and this desire is presented by both 

sides as a consummation devoutly to be wished. 

Disagreement is figuratively "doomed" because opposing 

viewpoints are, perhaps deliberately, called into question 

because they are presented as opposing educational change, 

which would most likely be for the better if things are as 

bad as this brand of Doomspeak would have us believe. 

Doomspeak does, admittedly, have its uses, for it 

does bring to light issues and ideals that have been 

buried under the bulk of a profession still fighting to 

define and elevate itself. My main position here is one 

of provisional acceptance of many of Doomspeak's 

fundamental arguments. What I intend to investigate, 

however, is the manner in which these arguments are 

constructed and the ways in which they function. Yes, 

today's students are not as well prepared for any form of 

education as those of past generations. Yes, contemporary 

education and its institutions are plagued by a variety of 

problems that forestall teaching and learning. Yes, large 

"research" institutions, private liberal arts colleges, 
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and all other education providers have to be held 

accountable for what is (or is not) going on in their 

classrooms. Yes, classes on all levels are overcrowded, 

teachers at many levels are lacking in preparation, and 

education as a whole is lacking funding at state and 

national levels. Almost to an argument, it is difficult 

to not at least consider the core assertions expressed in 

Doomspeak and perhaps even desire some of the reforms that 

are still slow in coming. 

What is difficult to accept, however, is the manner 

in which these diverse agendas are presented to the public 

by both the individuals seeking the reforms and the 

institutions that respond to the calls for change. The 

results of these presentations is even more difficult to 

accept; Doomspeak, instead of acting as a means to 

galvanize the groups into instruments of change, has 

factionalized the groups even more. This factionalization 

is caused by the rhetorical techniques used by those who 

convey Doomspeak. Instead of uniting around the causes 

that Doomspeak seeks to address, the camps unite primarily 

in using the rhetorical strategies and methodologies that 

convey the discourse, and each particular camp employs the 

discourse methods to reach the same end: stalemated 

dialogue. This text, then seeks to examine the rhetorical 

strategies employed by Doomspeak in an attempt to assess 
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why the dialogue over education and its functions is not 

progressing. To begin this analysis, let us first examine 

the current state of the debate over contemporary 

education, as it is related by some of the more eminent 

practitioners of Doomspeak. 

Assessing the Debates: Further Demarcations 
of Doomspeak 

Doomspeak, as noted, manifests a number of elements 

that make it problematic as a vehicle for expressing 

desires for reform. Some of its distinguishing traits 

include its pervasiveness, its tendency to rely heavily 

upon the audience's perceptions of the speaker or writer's 

character rather than the actual ethos conveyed by the 

discourse, and its strange ability to "doom" the 

possibilities for rational discussion of topics among the 

various factions. The main rhetorical strategy employed 

by Doomspeak is its attempt to discredit an opponent's 

character on political or social grounds as opposed to 

dealing with the actual ideas someone might possess. 

The sense of apocalyptic character that permeates the 

discourse stems from the different Doomspeak factions 

inside and outside the academy. These factions, often 

disavow or dismiss arguments that run counter to 

particular positions or ideologies, and employ Doomspeak 



in an attempt to discredit their opposition. In a sense, 

holders of those contrary arguments are thus "doomed" 

because their attitudes are assailed for any number of 

reasons, e.g. the positions manifest multicultuLal 

insensitivity, the positions espouse exclusion of 

marginalized viewpoints, and so on. If we might accept 

what the popular media reports about such accusations, 

then we might see how this brand of discourse can spell 

trouble for individuals within the academy who are thus 

presumed to be out of step with "politically correct" 

thinking. 

14 

with the discourse from inside the academy at its 

present stalemate, the discourse about the academy that 

comes from the outside also contributes to the Doomspeak 

cycle. For example, parents can read about how much 

American students do not know, or how much schools are not 

providing for the students, and the result is raised ire 

rather than consciousness because the schools respond with 

jargon or pedagese. The responses from the academy, which 

can be difficult to understand, only exacerbate the lack 

of confidence in educational institutions, and education's 

responses to its critics fuel another dimension of the 

Doomspeak cycle: the widespread dissemination of 

institutional analysis and critique by individuals trained 

as journalists rather than educators. Journalists know 
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how to give the public what it wants, but the public does 

not often get "the whole story" about what is going on in 

the schools. All too often these attempts at enlightening 

the public about the workings of the academy succeed only 

in placing the academy in an even more questionable light 

because of the overwhelming emphasis upon institutional 

infighting and failure. These messages are presented in 

an easily digestible format, and the public is all too 

eager to consume these reports. 

Thus, discussions concerning education and its 

institutions have shown many changes. Instead of hearing 

about the 3R's, classroom management, or Bloom's Taxonomy 

of educational objectives, the public is now treated to 

accounts of the latest transgressions of "political 

correctness," new forms of "non-sexist language," and 

methods for incorporating "multiculturalism" into the 

classroom. The voices are numerous, but a few stand out. 

For example, E.D. Hirsch carries a classical Western 

education into the fray as he advocates the necessity for 

"cultural Literacy": 

Those who evade this inherent conservatism of 
literacy in the name of multicultural 
antielitism are in effect elitists of an extreme 
sort. Traditionally educated themselves, and 
highly literate, these self-appointed protectors 
of minority cultures have advised schools to 
pursue a course that has condemned minorities to 
illiteracy. The disadvantaged students for whom 
antielitist solicitude is expressed are the very 



ones who suffer when we fail to introduce 
traditional literate culture into the earliest 
grades. 1 

Hirsch pinpoints one of the contemporary 
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controversies creating and upheaval in today's curriculum-

-the idea of an expanded canon which will offer a more 

expansive educational experience because it includes the 

works of minorities and women, among others. His attitude 

towards this issue, however, suggests dismissal of the 

idea, for Hirsch chooses to call this position's 

proponents into question as authority figures by implying 

that such an approach actually impoverishes 

"disadvantaged" students even further. This strategy 

stonewalls any attempts at discussion, and Hirsch manages 

to discredit the idea for those who fall into line with 

his ideologies. However, his strategies which accomplish 

this undermining also affect how he is viewed, for 

critical observers may note that an ad hominem argument, 

implied by the first sentence of this passage and its 

veiled accusations of hypocrisy, is no replacement for 

sustained proof of a contrary idea's weakness. 

1 E.D. Hirsch, Jr., Joseph F. Kett, and James Trefil, The 
Dictionary of Cultural Literacy: What Literate Americans Know 
(Boston: Houghton, 1988) xv. 
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Hirsch thus reveals a traditional orientation towards 

the liberal arts as a major force in his education, and 

this lauding posture is echoed by Allan Bloom, whose 

famous text, The Closing of the American Mind, is regarded 

by some authorities as the document which allowed academic 

critique and its ensuing controversies to "enter the 

mainstream of public debate. ,,2 Admittedly, Bloom's text 

is radically different from Hirsch's work in focus; where 

Hirsch attempts to modify the existing curriculum via a 

methodology that smacks of Thomas Gradgrind, Bloom remarks 

about the sweeping ills plaguing contemporary academia as 

a result of intrusions by Nietzsche and other 

philosophical skeptics. What he does share with Hirsch, 

however, is a similar rhetorical approach designed to 

inflame or incite his audience, and assure a certain level 

of inflamed response. Bloom's choice of subtitle for his 

book, suggests that his intent is to prove "How Education 

has Failed and Impoverished the Souls of Today's 

Students." The subtitle alone is enough to raise any 

number of protective hackles, and Bloom is quite thorough 

in summing up his perspective on education's failures: 

The university's evident lack of wholeness in an 
enterprise that clearly demands it cannot help 
troubling some of its members. The questions 

2 Louis Menand, "What Are Universities For?," Harpers Dec. 
1991: 48. 

---------
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are all there. They only need to be addressed 
continuously and seriously for liberal learning 
to exist; for it does not consist so much in 
answers as in the permanent dialogue. It is in 
such perplexed professors that at least the idea 
might persevere and help to guide some of the 
needy young persons to our doorstep. The matter 
is still present at the university; it is the 
form that has vanished. One cannot and should 
not hope for a general reform. The hope is that 
the embers do not die out. 3 

The obvious message here, and in many other places in 

Bloom's text, is that now is the time for the educational 

institutions to despise themselves for what they have done 

to this generation of students. The key word in Bloom's 

criticism is "form" because he is careful to suggest that 

the professoriate, though befuddled by the twists and 

turns taken by the contemporary academy, can still 

shepherd the flock of "needy young persons" to the doors 

of the university. He also is careful to add that the 

"matter" of a liberal education is still evident within a 

university, again giving the impression that it is not a 

problem with content that undermines the quality of a 

contemporary education. By leveling his criticism at the 

"form" of contemporary education, Bloom shifts the blame 

for the shortfalls off the items that he holds most 

3 Allan Bloom, The Closing of the American Mind: How Higher 
Education Has Failed Democracy and Impoverished the Souls of 
Today's Students (New York: simon, 1987) 380. 



significant: traditional liberal learning professed by a 

liberally educated professor. 
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In Bloom's choice of the word "failed" (from the 

subtitle) we see the inklings of an apparent contradiction 

in his theories. The concept of widespread institutional 

failure, when taken in conjunction with his admonition 

that we not hope for a "general reform" seems to suggest a 

bit of waffling. Bloom may be intimating that the 

situation is not as bad as even he perceives it; after 

all, the contents of a liberal education are still 

available to the university. The act of "reforming" (I 

define the word literally here, and include its 

connotations of changing existing institutions) the 

curricula, or institutional practices, may be all that is 

needed. 

This particular reading of the Bloom passage, 

however, lends a note of optimism that does not quite 

match up with the pessimism obvious in the subtitle of The 

closing of the American Mind. Given the broad range of 

ills that Bloom sees afflicting the contemporary 

university, a "general reform" does not seem to be the 

ticket to a more traditional liberal education. The issue 

seems soft-pedaled; the reforms Bloom seems to desire are 

sweeping, and the first items to fall under this 

particular broom are the products of skepticism that 
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facilitate contemporary educational practice and allow for 

critical thinking and challenging of traditions. Bloom 

does not seem to see such items as bad, but he does 

manifest some semblance of desire for a bit more 

professorial autocracy and more acceptance of existing 

western standards of literary quality. Bloom may be a bit 

wishful in his thoughts, but he is a high-profile or 

"name" professor with a catchy book title and an 

inflammatory subtitle (which are the possibly the products 

of editorial suggestion), so his rhetorical or theoretical 

shortcomings might be overlooked simply because he is, 

after all, Allan Bloom, and a seeming guardian of 

traditional liberal learning. 

Bloom and Hirsch are only two of a number of voices 

emanating from what has become known as the Academic 

Right, so named because the attitudes and theories that 

spring from this group range from moderately conservative 

to exceedingly reactionary. The attitudes also possess a 

nearly universal characteristic of a protectionist 

posture; what is being protected, of course, are those 

traditional elements that characterize a liberal 

education, which obviously worked for many of the academic 

right because it made them what they are today. This is 

only a surface feature; the protection agenda, as is 

practiced by a variety of writers who fall into line with 
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the tenets of Bloom and Hirsch. For example, George will 

has used some of his column space of late to catalogue the 

ills inflicted upon conservative professors by the forces 

of political correctness and the "tenured radicals"--a 

term borrowed from Roger Kimball--who now wield much power 

on college campuses. Another way the "protection agenda" 

is made manifest is through the discourse designed to 

shield the professoriate from outside audits of 

professional productivity, and which then blunts any 

potential attacks when the audits reveal professional 

shortfalls. Note that Hirsch is careful to leave the 

professoriate all but out of his discussions of curricular 

and institutional failure; fingers are pointed at content 

and institutional workings, which get in the way of what 

students can bring to the professor's class. Through an 

elaborate series of academic and popular writings rife 

with rhetorical smoke screens, displaced accusations, and 

exclusionary critique, today's conservatively-oriented 

professor appears to be relatively unscathed in the debate 

over what must underpin education, at least when the 

academic right is doing the analysis. 

Such discussions however, do not set well with the 

more liberal set, and the responses to Bloom and Hirsch 

have been legion. Emanating from inside and outside the 

academy, the responses seem to take a broader scope than 

--_._--------- ---
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the analyses of the academic right, for no part of 

education is safe from the analyses that flourished in the 

wake of cultural Literacy and The Closing of the American 

Mind. Interestingly enough, some of the most influential 

voices have come from outside the academy, voices 

dominated by journalists of all political orientations 

writing in popular and semi-academic forums, e.g. 

Harper's, Time, and Newsweek. This "school" of critics, 

seemingly lead by writers like Charles Sykes and Roger 

Kimball, is characterized by a heavy reliance on the 

techniques of popular journalism: inflammatory examples, 

questionable research findings, elliptical writing that 

emphasizes presenting damaging material out of context, 

and so on. The focuses of such writing, as noted, cover a 

wide range of issues, but the most frequently occurring 

discussions concern audits of the profession, and the 

findings presented suggest that teachers are not what we 

perceive them to be. Charles Sykes, author of Prof Scam, 

delivers as scathing an indictment of the professoriate as 

Bloom's analysis of students and the academy: 

A bill of indictment for the professors' crimes 
against higher education would be lengthy. Here 
is a partial one: 

*They are overpaid, grotesquely 
underworked, and the architects of 
academia's vast empires of waste. 



*They have abandoned their teaching 
responsibilities and their students 
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*They have distorted university curriculums 
to accommodate their own narrow and selfish 
interests rather than the interest of their 
students. 4 

Note Sykes's accusatory rhetoric here, made all the 

more emphatic by repeating "they have" when he speaks of 

the professoriate. This is one of the obvious responses 

that can arise when a seemingly defensive stand is taken 

by one side of a controversy, and the response is 

effective because it taps into the audience's desire to 

see what goes on beyond the ivy walls of academe. First 

generation college students are still a major segment of 

college populations, and their parents probably have some 

questions about institutional accountability when they 

hear the "horror stories" of overbooked or unavailable 

required classes, no professorial contact, classes taught 

by graduate assistants, and many of the other 

institutional maladies that their children report. Sykes 

thus performs a service; he reports what goes on, and 

gives the reading public the worst possible picture by 

suggesting that what he has found occurs more often than 

it actually does. 

4 Charles Sykes, Prof Scam: Professors and the Demise of 
Higher Education (New York: st. Martin's, 1988) 5. 
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Roger Kimball, author of Tenured Radicals, echoes 

some of Sykes's sentiments, but also, possibly because of 

his concern for the effects of a liberal or radical 

ideology upon the academy, focuses his analyses on the 

workings of academic institutions: 

. . . traditional precepts about the methods and 
goals of humanistic study are rejected as 
hopelessly retardataire. Basic questions such 
as What does it mean to be an educated person? 
are not even entertained as being worthy of 
serious attention. Reading is no longer seen as 
an activity that seeks to construe the meanings 
of books and ideas, but as an elaborate 
interpretive game that aims to show the 
impossibility of meaning. 5 

Though somewhat less inflammatory, and obviously 

more conservative than sykes, Kimball is no less critical. 

The main difference between the two is that Sykes tends to 

focus his indictments on what professors are not doing, 

e.g. meeting classes and students, publishing meaningful 

material, and so forth. Kimball seems more interested in 

the effects of these activities, and the snippet reflects 

his concerns over the abandonment of "traditional" 

educational concerns. Kimball falls short of echoing 

Bloom completely, because the bulk of his work concerns 

itself with the adverse effects of the new ideologies that 

5 Roger Kimball, Tenured Radicals: How Politics Has 
Corrupted Our Higher Education (New York: Harper, 1990) xv. 



arise as "the sixties radicals" obtain tenured faculty 

status. 

Reducing Factions: A Look at a Debate 
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These four sets of precepts can be examined more 

closely if we reduce them to their fundamental 

underpinnings. Such a distillation produces two opposing 

fundamental viewpoints that characterize the present 

situation regarding education, its practices, and its 

politics. The rallying cry of "our stUdents are 

unprepared," embodied in the thoughts of Bloom, Hirsch, 

and others, is matched in volume by the accusations voiced 

by Kimball and a host of others: "the professors are 

unwilling or too quick to make changes." The public thus 

finds itself in a position similar to spectators in the 

cheap seats at a hockey game. To such spectators, the 

puck becomes nearly invisible to everyone but the players 

who pursue its skitterings on the "ice" of academic 

concerns. The puck, which represents the issues about 

educational or institutional shortcomings that, one hopes, 

everyone can agree on (e.g. advanced learning levels, new, 

more innovative classroom techniques, a more democratic 

approach to knowledge and information, etc.), seems to get 

lost amidst the flying bodies, moving skates, and slashing 

sticks that characterize this particular game. Scoring 



"points" through intimidation, rather than meeting 

~.egitimate "goals," seems to characterize the game as it 

is being played now. And this orientation gets 

unproductive for both sides after a while. 
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I use this reference to ice hockey to offer an 

analogy for my vision of the current state of affairs that 

characterizes national perspectives on the institutions 

and functions of education. For a closer look at how 

academic organizations have expressed their concerns over 

this state of affairs, let us examine two brief documents 

that were produced by the National Association of Scholars 

and the Teachers for a Democratic culture. 

The NAS came into prominence in the early 1990s, when 

the controversies about educational shortcomings were 

reaching crescendo. The NAS sets itself up as a 

mouthpiece for traditional scholars and scholarship, and 

initially presented itself and its positions in the form 

of advertisements published in The Chronicle of Higher 

Education in 1989. These "advertisements" have since been 

reproduced and circulated on 8 1/2 by 11 paper, and are 

readily available at national conferences and through the 

mail. 

The rhetorical strategies manifested in these 

missives are simple: the NAS briefly lists the charges 

against those it represents (presumably conservative 
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interests within the arts and humanities) and then 

provides longer, more thorough attempts at refuting these 

arguments and the reasons underpinning them. The first of 

these advertisements by the NAS, Is the Curriculum 

Biased?, includes all the contrary issues confronting the 

canon and its components, but the manner in which the NAS 

attempts to achieve concession does not necessarily 

achieve that end. The issues are introduced as follows: 

American higher education is facing widespread 
demands to eliminate the allegedly "Eurocentric" 
and "patriarchal" bias of the curriculum. While 
the details vary from campus to campus, these 
demands tend to focus on four 
objectives .... 6 

The key word in this introduction is "allegedly," 

which casts a shade of doubt on the accusations. The 

phrasing is such that the demands and their focus (on the 

characteristics of the dominant canon) come into question. 

what seems to be happening is that the NAS is starting its 

attempts at subverting its opposition right away, and will 

spend the bulk of its presentation off~ring further 

refutation at greater length. A point against the NAS's 

position, however, is that while the allegations regarding 

bias may not be true, the facts about the canon's 

characteristics certainly are. Any cursory glance through 

6 The National Association of Scholars, Is the Curriculum 
Biased? (Princeton, 1990). Further references to this piece will 
be indicated by using the title. 



one of the eminent anthologies of literature used for a 

typical survey course will reveal a multitude of male 

authors entrenched in European traditions. Even world 

literature anthologies reveal a bias toward 

Eurocentric/Western discourse. What makes the reader 

forget this point is, of course, the legalistic tone of 

the introduction: the opponents only allege that these 

things occur; they do not make "accusations," for 

example. Such a strategy allows for the suggestion of a 

rational and fair atmosphere for argument, an atmosphere 

that continues throughout the piece. 

Or does it? Further examination of the strategies 

used by the NAS suggest that the arguments are not being 

played out on a completely level playing field. The 

volume of opposing arguments is reduced to four: 

*that the "canon" be revised to include more 
works by blacks, other ethnic minorities, and 
women; 
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*that "the issues of race, gender, and class" be 
introduced into a greater variety of courses; 

*that more courses in women's studies and 
minority studies be developed; 

*that courses in women's studies and/or minority 
studies be required of all undergraduates. 7 

Why these particular four, particularly when the 

introductory clause identified them as "demands," as 

7 Is the Curriculum Biased? 

-----------



opposed to "suggestions"? While attempting, perhaps, to 

be sweeping in focus, the NAS has also managed to 

generalize about the issues. In reducing a plethora of 

different approaches to revising existing curricula to 

four basic "demands," the NAS has managed to cast 
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aspersions onto the proponents of those positions, and the 

positions themselves. Demands and accusations suggest a 

more confrontational atmosphere, almost a sense of 

attempted bullying, and by suggesting that this is the 

atmosphere being sought by the "other side," the NAS lends 

that much more credibility to its position. Again, the 

NAS does more to help itself via these strategies because 

the approach does, in fact, suggest that the NAS is 

letting the opposition have its say. Unfortunately, the 

opposition's "say" is colored by what the NAS chooses for 

it to voice, with the tone of the opposition being 

selected and characterized by the NAS as well. 

The NAS continues in this vein of seeming to give the 

opposition a chance to support its positions by advancing 

the reasons the opposition cites for its "demands." These 

reasons are catalogued as follows: 

*works by minorities, women, and Third World 
authors have been excluded from the curriculum; 

*minority and female students feel alienated and 
their educational progress is retarded by being 
asked to study works primarily by white males; 
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*in order to overcome their own prejudices, 
white males must become acquainted with the 
cultures and problems of minorities and with the 
perspectives and problems of women; 

*the traditional curriculum represents the 
hegemony of western culture, covertly supports a 
status quo inherently oppressive of women and 
minorities, and is unfairly imposed on students 
from different cultures; 

*the traditional desiderata of truth, 
objectivity, and critical intelligence can be 
met only by adding the perspectives of women and 
minorities and by facing up to the new questions 
they raise; 

*an increasingly diverse society and 
interdependent world require that our citizens 
gain greater understanding of different 
cultures. 8 

This appears to be a viable approach to presenting the 

opposition's arguments; the list seems fairly inclusive of 

other viewpoints. The main problem is with length, given 

that the NAS offers paragraph-length refutations to 

sentence-length accusations. The opposing viewpoints are, 

in fact, not as simple as the NAS makes them out to be, 

and, in many cases, not as authoritatively worded or 

generally focused either. Note some of the word choices 

the NAS makes: "excluded," "alienated," "covertly 

supports," "oppressive," "unfairly imposed," and the 

imperative structures found in the last two 

pronouncements. Granted, some of the more radical 

8 Is the Curriculum Biased? 
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arguments against the canon do fall into the pattern 

suggested by this presentation, but to lump all such 

arguments under this particular rhetorical umbrella does 

the ideas, the NAS, and any potential debate no real 

service. The diction adds fuel to an atmosphere fraught 

with conflict. As a result, the NAS is able to adopt a 

defensive posture rather than a conciliatory one that 

acknowledges the validity in the opposition's arguments, 

thus blunting any attempts at active reform. Defending 

one's positions in the face of attack is one sure way to 

avoid any debate over the issues being defended, 

particularly since the NAS is still writing "for" a 

specific group that still wields much power in the academy 

and in the government. By presenting its opposition as 

unyielding and accusatory, the NAS and its positions 

appear stronger to the specialized audiences they are 

trying to convert. 

Given the accusatory and imperative tone imposed upon 

the ideas of its opposition, the observer might expect the 

NAS to avoid the opposition's issues entirely. This, 

however, is not necessarily the case. The NAS continues 

in its legalistic fashion by according each viewpoint an 

individual refutation, and some refutations are couched in 

a fashion that attempts to incorporate the suggestion into 

the emerging paradigms of thought. For example, the NAS 
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says the following in relation to the first and third 

observations about the canon's exclusivity: 

First, any work, whether formerly neglected or 
widely known, should be added, retained, or 
removed from the curriculum on the basis of its 
conformance to generally applicable intellectual 
and aesthetic standards. A sound curriculum 
cannot be built by replacing those standards 
with the principle of proportional 
representation of authors, classified 
ethnically, biologically, or geographically 
. . . . Third, other cultures, minority 
subcultures, and social problems have long been 
studied in the liberal arts curriculum in such 
established disciplines as history, literature, 
comparative religion, economics, political 
science, anthropology, and sociology. But more 
important, mere acquaintance with differences 
does not guarantee tolerance, an ideal western 
in origin and fostered by knowledge of what is 
common to us all. 9 

The apparent strategy is to suggest agreement in 

principle with the opposition, but implementation is only 

allowed after consideration of other relevant "facts." 

These facts are made to appear all the more pressing 

because of mitigating factors. The notion of tolerance 

originating in the West is one such idea. This statement 

is an overt attempt to capitalize on Western feelings of 

nationalism, much like suggestions about the usurpation of 

an individual's First Amendment rights. The media 

inundates us with images of non-Western intolerance, so 

much so that we forget that the West (particularly the 

9 Is the Curriculum Biased? 
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united states) is also one of the hotbeds of all forms of 

intolerance. Indeed, the presentation of the opposition 

in this advertisement is done in a way that suggests 

intolerance of the NAS's positions. The NAS thus comes 

off looking better because it not only seems to agree with 

some of its opponents' suggestions, but also because it 

manages to co-opt feelings of patriotism in its audience, 

thus creating a more creditable character for itself. 

Another example from the piece, placed at the conclusion 

of its arguments, reinforces the image of the NAS's 

character: 

The National Association of Scholars is in favor 
of ethnic studies, the study of non-Western 
cultures, and the study of the special problems 
of women and minorities in our society, but it 
opposes subordinating entire humanities and 
social science [sic] curricula to such studies 
and it views with alarm their growing 
politicization. Efforts purportedly made to 
introduce "other points of view" and "pluralism" 
often seem in fact designed to restrict 
attention to a narrow set of issues, 
tendentiously defined. An examination of many 
women's studies and minority studies courses and 
programs discloses little study of other 
cultures and much excoriation of our society for 
its alleged oppression of women, blacks, and 
others. The banner of "cultural diversity" is 
apparently being raised by some whose paramount 
interest actually lies in attacking the West and 
its institutions. 10 

In one long closing argument, the NAS manages to 

compromise its opposition on several levels, and makes 

10 Is the Curriculum Biased? 



34 

itself look more attractive as an organization in the 

bargain. The NAS presents a creditable and fair front by 

acknowledging that they favor the fundamental items the 

opposition calls for, i.e. extended considerations of 

women, minorities, and non-western cultures. It 

reinforces this ethos with a suggestion of treasonous 

intent on the part of the opposition, which can be found 

in the last sentence in the reference to a group "whose 

paramount interest actually lies in attacking the west and 

its institutions." It compromises the opposition, and 

further reinforces its own character, by hinting at 

subversive political agendas, and narrowness of focus in 

the very courses the opposition seeks to institute, and by 

"revealing" that these courses in minority and women's 

issues tend to teach doctrines and dogmas about Western 

oppression rather than focusing on cultural issues. This 

apparent revelation provides the NAS with the 

characteristic of being something of a "watchdog" group, 

ever vigilant and protective of all things that the 

conservative faction holds dear. 

In sum, the NAS does well in manufacturing a 

seemingly thorough logos, which is reinforced by its tone 

and presentation of opposing positions. The NAS, at first 

glance, does not come off as rhetorically underhanded as, 

for instance, sensationalistic media reports might because 

----------
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the whole piece is structured similarly to the 

presentation of evidence in court. It appears that the 

NAS leaves nothing out, and even attempts some brand of 

conciliation between the two sides, thus presenting a fair 

character to the audience. The volume of evidence makes 

it difficult to argue with the NAS; as with the 

pronouncements of E.D. Hirsch, any counter-refutations 

will come off as being an act of splitting rhetorical 

hairs, which may further exacerbate an already tense 

situation. However, the NAS's ethos is not as strong 

because of the choices it makes in its presentation. 

Complete coverage of the "other side" is only hinted at 

because the issues are blocked and bulleted with asterisks 

in an effort to suggest their prominence. This strategy 

only serves to highlight the issues on the page, for the 

document does not provide adequate depth of explanation of 

these viewpoints; it prefers instead to distill them to 

authoritarian pronouncements that may be characteristic of 

some of the opponents, but certainly not all of them. 

Concession to the opposition is always couched in some 

attempt at compromising it, with the suggestion being 

again that the opposition tends to be extreme in its 

desires (and the voicing of them), whereas the NAS seems 

willing to compromise and only seeks to place rational 

limits on the extremities proposed by the opposing groups. 
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The opposition is thus figuratively "doomed" by the 

preponderance of evidence against it, which is both 

presented and suggested by the NAS. In accepting the 

burden of proof, the NAS has seemingly masked its uses of 

innuendo, red herrings, and ad hominem arguments behind 

the character of fairness, which will win some converts to 

its side. certain segments of logos, which manifest 

themselves under clinical scrutiny, are thus "forgotten" 

in the face of an encyclopedic approach to presenting 

evidence; in other words, observers may only remember the 

volume of facts, and not notice the manner by which they 

were presented. 

In response to the accusations of the NAS, a new 

organization, the Teachers for a Democratic culture (TDC) , 

made its presence felt at the 1991 MLA convention in San 

Francisco with its own "recruiting" document. Coordinated 

by Gerald Graff and Gregory Jay, the TDC seeks to oppose 

factions like the NAS and other conservatively-rooted 

interests. 

The posture in their document is one of attack, and 

it is fueled by a passionate presentation and an openly 

combative tone that is almost completely unlike the 

techniques found in the NAS advertisement. The TDC relies 

more overtly upon name-calling and confrontational 

rhetoric in an effort to give credence to its views. For 
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example, consider the following, an introduction to the 

situation at hand: 

A vociferous band of critics has arisen, 
however, who decry these changes and seek to 
reverse them. These critics have painted an 
alarming picture of the state of contemporary 
education as a catastrophic collapse. This 
picture rests on a number of false claims: that 
the classics of Western literature are being 
eliminated from the curriculum in order to make 
race, gender, or political affiliation the sole 
measure of a text's or subject's worthiness; 
that teachers across the land are being silenced 
and politically intimidated; that the very 
concepts of reason, truth, and artistic 
standards are being subverted in favor of a 
crude ideological agenda. 11 

Explicit in this snippet are many of the things that 

were absent in the NAS document (the absences do not 

necessarily make the NAS document superior, merely 

different). The TOC seems to make an effective set of 

choices here, for their list comprises many of the popular 

conceptions about education that the conservative media 

and writers accuse the more liberal side of holding. The 

strategy is to attack both the conservatively planted 

ideas, and the conservative factions themselves, and, in 

so doing, assert the character of a group that will push 

back when confronted. 

Some forms of "attack" that contribute much to the 

ethos of the TOC in other ways are as follows: 

11 Gerald Graff and Gregory Jay, Statement of Principles 
(Evanston: Teachers for a Democratic Culture, 1991) 1. 
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contrary to media reports, it is the National 
Association of Scholars, their corporate 
foundation supporters, and like-minded writers 
in the press who are endangering education with 
a campaign of harassment and misrepresentation. 
Largely ignorant of the academic work they 
attack (often not even claiming to have read 
it), these critics make no distinction between 
extremists among their opposition and those who 
are raising legitimate questions about the 
relations of culture and society. And though 
these critics loudly invoke the values of 
rational debate and open discussion, they 
present the current debate over education not as 
a legitimate conflict in which reasonable 
disagreement is possible, but as a simple choice 
between civilization and barbarism. 12 

In this passage, the TOC employs the strategy of 

answering an accusation with a counter-accusation, and 

then supporting that accusation by attacking the 

credibility of the accusing group. This attack is mainly 

accomplished by presenting general practices that the NAS, 

for example, might be guilty of (although the strategy 

could be stronger initially if specific examples were 

cited), and then creating a rhetorical atmosphere designed 

to illuminate how the opposing group does not practice 

what it preaches. Once this skepticism is aroused, the 

TOC can answer its charges in a more sequential fashion, 

noting: 

Because the mainstream media have reported 
misinformed opinions as if they were established 
facts, the picture the public has received of 
recent academic developments has come almost 

12 Graff and Jay 1. 
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entirely from the most strident detractors of 
these developments. These inaccurate accounts, 
moreover, appear in forums that rarely invite 
the accused parties to present their side of the 
story. 13 

The TDC then attempts to set the record straight by 

pointing to specific instances of this "misinformation"--

e.g., D'Souza's argument about the politicization of the 

humanities, when he himself is a "right-wing idealogue"14 

and the controversy over Carol Iannone's appointment to 

the National council on the Humanities. Lynne Cheney, 

according to Graff and Jay, "blamed ... the intolerant 

forces of 'political correctness.' "15 for Iannone's 

defeat, and thus attempts to further compromise her 

opposition's ethos and lend more credibility to her own. 

The strategy proves to be a sound one because it 

capitalizes on present societal tendencies that not only 

foster skepticism, but also laud the individual who stands 

up for his or her rights. It also, implicitly, suggests 

that the TDC is something of an underdog because it is the 

subject of all these "attacks" by more powerful control 

groups. The underdog, to many, is someone to "root for," 

13 Graff and Jay 1. 

14 Graff and Jay 1. 

15 Graff and Jay 1. 



and the TDC capitalizes on this bit of audience 

psychology. 

The most significant piece of ethos for the TDC, 

however, comes near the conclusion of their missive, and 

it is significant because it attempts to generate a 

completely different ethos than that which characterizes 

much of the discourse in earlier portions of the piece. 

Graff and Jay suggest that the functions of the 

organization 
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. will constitute an important step in 
gaining influence over the public 
representations of us and our work. It will 
also be a way to take responsibility for the 
task of clarifying our ideas and practices to 
the wider public--something, clearly, we have 
not done as well as we should. We need an 
organization that can not only refute malicious 
distortions, but also educate the interested 
public about matters that still remain shrouded 
in mystery . . . . 16 

In this passage, Graff and Jay seemingly change their 

heretofore attack posture into one that seeks to educate 

and eradicate any potential skepticism about the group's 

proposed functions. They admit to existing shortcomings 

in their work, and reinforce the notion that their attack 

is not without a rational basis (for they were 

misrepresented in print). Both of these points help to 

legitimize the confrontational rhetoric used in earlier 

16 Graff and Jay 2. 



portions of their document, and make them all the more 

credible because of the desire to educate rather than to 

continue fighting. 
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This type of rhetoric also attempts to "doom" its 

opposition's position, but more importantly it also seems 

to attempt to doom part of the skepticism in the audience. 

The discussions presented by the TDC all seem directed 

towards justifying the creation of the organization, which 

would address some of the existing skepticism and 

misunderstanding fostered by the media and groups like the 

NAS, while attempting to head off further skepticism and 

misunderstanding about its aims and through the "education 

of the interested public." In a sense, this rhetorical 

act seeks to "doom" the nonproductive and misleading 

rhetoric that characterizes the academic debate as the 

public sees it; in effect, the figurative "death" of the 

conflict in its present form would give rise to a new 

conflict supported by its rationality, openness, and a 

more creditable ethos. 

considerations of structure and Scope 

The competition between the two organizations is only 

one of several forms of Doomspeak that this text will 

attempt to present and analyze. To date, few authors have 

presented sustained attempts at analyzing discourse 
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critical of education that have not fallen prey to 

responding to the claims rather than simply analyzing 

them. The main interest here is to examine both the 

rhetorical strategies and choices that characterize and 

undermine a potentially viable organ for reform, and the 

accompanying effects of these choices upon the sought for 

reforms. My analysis concedes that Doomspeak's fundamental 

desires about the needs for change are valid, even 

praiseworthy. The items that seem wanting are in its 

methodologies and vehicles of presentation, particularly 

in the case of popular media. Thus, the text endeavors to 

analyze Doomspeak from a rhetorical orientation. This 

approach will, perhaps, allow for a more clinical 

examination of how this apparently new, but in fact 

ancient, branch of discourse functions. 

The discussions are also very concerned with the 

interrelationships that have moved Doomspeak to its 

present status. Doomspeak's various forums have a major 

role in this elevation. For example, the mere presence of 

the media (electronic and popular) has an influence upon 

how people perceive the unique or the unknown, and a lack 

of knowledge on the part of the audience contributes to 

the type of close mindedness that makes blanket judgments 

about higher education's failings. By illuminating this 

type of activity on the part of the popular media, I will 
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facilitate an analysis of the rhetorical "schemes" (which, 

in this case, are synonymous with con games as opposed to 

turns of phrase) that characterize Doomspeak's 

methodologies and subsequently undermine its effectiveness 

at promoting dialogue and reform. 

The structure of the text is aimed at establishing a 

sense of interaction and transaction among Doomspeak's 

rhetorical techniques, historical tradition, and socio-

political dimensions. These three form what I term the 

"Doomspeak Matrix," derived from the concept of an 

ideological matrix furnished by Thomas Kuhn in The 

structure of scientific Revolutions and The Essential 

Tension. 17 The items and their interactions all underpin 

the present day context that allows Doomspeak to flourish 

because each seems to inform and drive the others. 

After the discussions of the three elements of the 

matrix, attention turns to venues that promulgate 

Doomspeak, and the discussions that arise as a result. The 

first venue to be explored is the myriad forms of the 

contemporary media, e.g. popular films about education, 

mainstream magazines, editorials, academic fiction and 

17 Thomas S. Kuhn, "Second Thoughts on paradigms," The 
Essential Tension (Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1977) 297ff. Kuhn 
has rethought several of his positions on the forces shaping the 
creation and organization of knowledge within scientific 
communities, and has outlined his new visualizations of the group 
interactions in this essay. 
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non-fiction, and even true crime works. The media is 

included because there seems to be little or no critical 

or rhetorical discussion of the effects of education's 

depictions in the electronic and print media upon the 

perceptions of teachers and teaching held by the general 

public. The actual study must wait to be performed 

elsewhere, but this text does present some examples of how 

such depiction comes to constitute a type of Doomspeak 

that may be more pervasive and influential than most may 

think. 

Following discussions of the contributions of the 

media to Doomspeak, the text moves into more focused 

discussions concerning two of Doomspeak's favorite topics: 

curricular content and institutional shortcomings. 

Subsumed in these discussions will be considerations of 

the canon wars, political correctness, the politics of 

theory, and other such topics that Doomspeak treats. The 

aim of these discussions is not to respond to positions 

raised about these issues; the intent is to illuminate and 

analyze the discussions, and perhaps suggest how Doomspeak 

plays a part in undermining their potential. These 

discussions will include focused analysis of some of the 

more eminent types of Doomspeak in each category, and some 

of the figures whose work is to be scrutinized include 

E.D. Hirsch, Allan Bloom, Dinesh D'Souza, Charles Sykes, 



George Will, and a host of others who figure into the 

various debates that come into play. 

Since the text concerns itself in no small part 
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with the dynamics of conflict created by Doomspeak, it 

concludes with a tentative set of suggestions for 

implementing the conflicts into the classroom. More an 

overview of some possible teaching applications than 

anything else, the conclusion, rather than attempting to 

make some conclusive comments about the discourse and its 

influences, seeks to turn the apparent negatives of the 

situation into positives that can create the atmosphere of 

rational interplay that Doomspeak seems to hamper. The 

conclusion, then, seeks to add a new part to the furious 

cycle that characterizes many areas outside the classroom. 

By including a practical application of the ideas, the 

text may facilitate Gerald Graff's suggestion to "teach 

the conflicts" so that teachers, students, parents, 

political analysts--in short, anyone who has something to 

say about education--may see the value of conflicts and 

the problems that arise when the sides are not always 

equal and the desire for power supersedes the need for 

reform. 



CHAPTER II 

Ethos Asserted, Ethos Identified: The Rhetorical 
Dimensions of Doomspeak 

The basic function of rhetoric [is] the use of 
words by human agents to form attitudes or to 
induce actions in other human agents. 

Kenneth Burke, 
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A Rhetoric of Motives, 
41. 

This chapter, and the two which follow it, comprise a 

set of discussions concerning the rhetorical, historical, 

and socio-political factors that allow Doomspeak to appear 

and gain a foothold in the public consciousness. The 

concern here is with rhetoric, or, to be more precise, the 

rhetorical properties of Doomspeak as a discourse pattern. 

This chapter, and the two to follow, seek to combine an 

overview of the various characteristics or traditions 

shaping Doomspeak with closer readings or analyses of 

specific documents which manifest the characteristics 

under consideration or contribute to the traditional 

ideologies which fuel Doomspeak as a forceful brand of 

discourse. 

Our starting point for the consideration of the 

rhetoric of Doomspeak, Kenneth Burke, provides us with 

some significant food for thought as we consider what 

conditions exist that allow Doomspeak to flourish. The 

chapter epigraph supplies Burke's famous definition of 

rhetoric, but that definition is not that far afield from 
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other, more traditional, denotations of the term. Where 

Burke is most helpful is in his observation that, 

according to Thomas Carlyle and Karl Marx, there exists "a 

'mystifying' condition in social inequality, and this 

condition can elicit 'God-fearing' attitudes towards 

agents and agencies that are not 'divine'. ,,17 Some 

extension of this quote is necessary for the discussions 

here. "Social inequality" can perhaps be translated into 

falling SAT scores, poor performances by American students 

in comparison with their counterparts in the orient or 

Europe, declining literacy rates -- in short, the 

inequality is a social concern in the sense that it 

manifests statistically verifiable evidence of a source of 

American inequality: the failings of the educational 

system. The "mystery" might be consistent with the 

general public's "head scratching" over complaints from 

educators about funding shortfalls, crowded classrooms, 

dwindling supplies, or other inadequacies afflicting 

education. This sense of mystery is particularly 

heightened when these complaints continue to arise, even 

with the passage of tax increases to support education. 

These two parts of the quotation are important pieces 

to consider because they help to illuminate two factors 

17 Kenneth Burke, A Rhetoric of Motives (New York: 
Prentice, 1950) 123. 
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that make the contemporary educational condition so ripe 

for change (or, at least, ripe for calls for change). In 

order to unravel the "mystery," and perhaps even rectify 

the "social inequality," agents and agencies arise, and 

each seems to have an answer or an agenda for solving the 

problems. Though the public, or the academy might not 

necessarily view these individuals or organizations as 

"God-like" they are quite often viewed as saviors, despite 

the probability that their plans have no more claims to 

divinity than the agents or agencies do. 

The reason that this tendency to accept the agents or 

agencies at little more than face value is so prevalent is 

quite simple: their rhetoric works, or, it at least 

strongly appeals to specific audiences upon which it is 

unleashed, and thus seems to establish a modicum of 

credibility and authority for the rhetors who practice 

Doomspeak and the positions that they take. In Burke's 

terms, rhetors or critics who practice Doomspeak tend to 

facilitate "identification" with positions that can 

seemingly clarify what the public finds mysterious about 

education and its problems. The mere act of identification 

does not, however, always produce a coherent plan for 

change. Instead, it can simply swell the ranks of 

existing ideological camps or create new ones for others 

to eventually identify with. 



Of course, what Burke alludes to is really nothing 

new. contemporary patterns of thought and discourse that 
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attempt to persuade and argue have roots in the classical 

conception that rhetoric's core function is to recognize 

the available means of persuasion. 18 contemporary 

rhetorical techniques which contribute to Doomspeak also 

adopt the classical Aristotelian concepts of the 

foundations of argument being pathos (appeals to emotion), 

logos (rational appeals based on facts), and ethos 

(appeals made based on the character of the presenter).19 

Ideally, the rhetor strikes a balance between the three 

elements, and many contemporary theorists, such as Jim 

Corder and Theresa Enos, suggest that such a balance may 

render the rhetor's character paramount. In contrast to 

this position, S. Michael Halloran theorizes that 

Aristotle "seems to wish logos were. ,,20 

The difference between then and now lies in the uses 

of these traditional elements of argument by Doomspeak and 

its practitioners. One of the most noticeable 

characteristics of Doomspeak's rhetoric is an apparent 

18 Aristotle, On Rhetoric, ed. and trans. George A. 
Kennedy (New York: Oxford UP, 1992) I, iii 36. 

19 On Rhetoric I, ii, 37-39. 

20 S. Michael Halloran, "Aristotle's concept of 
Ethos, or if not His Somebody Else's," Rhetoric Review 1 
(1982): 58. 
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lack of balance among the three appeals (pathos, logos, 

and ethos). single appeals are overemphasized by the 

individual Doomspeaker, often at the expense of the 

others. For example, a writer for television or the 

popular press might seek to focus the audience's 

attentions on the more dramatic instances of education's 

shortcomings, thus stirring the audience's emotions with 

the spectacles. When the emotions are stirred, facts and 

character may not be as important to the rhetor's 

credibility, for the audience can be too enmeshed in 

identifying with the emotions called up. 

The popular media tends to express its attempts to 

persuade the audience through just such a rhetorical 

style, which is rooted primarily in pathos. The media, by 

publishing accounts of the most extreme cases of scholarly 

inadequacies or failings, incites the public's emotions, 

while conveying an implicit message that suggests the ills 

are not isolated in the bargain. For a more focused 

example, a look at an editorial by George will may prove 

illuminating. 



A Lynching Down in Texas: George will 
on the Demise of Alan Gribben 
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On October 21, 1991, The Arizona Daily star published 

one of will's nationally syndicated columns entitled, 

"Protestations to the contrary, PC thrives." The major 

focus of the column, suggested by the title, was to 

examine the controversy over whether or not political 

correctness is actually still at issue on college 

campuses. will's title, however, is not quite in line 

with the first two paragraphs of his column, which 

illustrate a slightly different rhetorical approach to the 

discussion: 

On campuses there is a new tenet in the 
catechism of "political correctness," the 
enforced orthodoxy of leftism. The new tenet of 
political correctness is that political 
correctness does not exist. 

However, if you dare to question this non
existence, if you doubt aloud that free 
expression is uninhibited, you may be harassed 
on campus, even driven from town, as was 
Professor Alan Gribben, more about whom anon. 21 

will attempts to compromise the "other side's" thesis 

concerning political correctness by introducing a dramatic 

scenario designed not only to hook the reader, but also to 

21 George F. Will, "Protestations to the contrary, PC 
thrives," editorial, The Arizona Daily star, 21 Oct. 1991, 
Tucson ed.: A13. All further quotations from this piece 
will be indicated by parenthetical citations within the 
body of the text. 
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sway readers to his particular perspective on the issue. 

The use of active verbs and phrases such as "harassed" and 

"driven from town" are threatening, and the conclusion of 

the saga of Alan Gribben reinforces the ominous 

foreshadowing of the introduction: 

this Mark Twain scholar ran afoul of political 
correctness when he voted against a master's 
level program in Third World and minority 
literature (he favored a doctoral level 
program). He was denounced as a racist. (His 
wife is Chinese-American) .••• when material 
with a pronounced left-wing slant was made 
required reading for a required course in 
English composition, Gribben protested this 
subordination of instruction to political 
indoctrination. He was shunned by colleagues, 
avoided by graduate students, effectively 
expelled from the life of the department, 
denounced as racist at a campus rally. He 
received hate mail and anonymous phone calls. 
("Protestations") 

will places this bit of factual evidence, which 

constitutes an appeal to logos, at the conclusion of his 

article, and sets up its appearance with the introductory 

material which functions much like a movie trailer that 

whets an audience's appetite with suggestions of action or 

taboo. Again, the tendency is to concretely depict 

actions against a seemingly rational man who opposes 

seemingly irrational acts (to people like George Will). 

The anecdotes are designed to elicit sympathy for Gribben: 

his suffering and ostracism are catalogued in detail, and 

will reveals what the threats ultimately led to, stating 
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that Gribben "now teaches at Auburn University's campus in 

Montgomery, Ala." ("Protestations") 

will paints a gloomy picture in detailing Gribben's 

"doom" on the U. T. Austin campus, and the technique 

suggests that the "dooming" was the product of the work of 

others who took issue with Gribben's positions and let the 

treatment of that opposition become a public concern. 

will becomes credible for his audience because he manages 

to present the facts of Alan Gribben's "demise" in a 

fashion that draws sympathy to Gribben initially, but 

also, more importantly, to will's position on the issue of 

political correctness. The over-riding message of the 

piece seems to be that Gribben was run out of town by 

zealots who denied him his First Amendment rights. To 

argue in favor of what these zealots did, given the facts 

presented by the article, is to argue against one of the 

major tenets of American life, the right of free speech. 

What is most intriguing about will's approach is that 

the dramatic scenario is not the only example he cites in 

the article. He chronicles the saga of Linda Chavez's 

aborted appearance at Arizona state University; "she was 

disinvited because the director of the lecture series had 

not realized that •.. Chavez's 'stand on the issue of 

bilingualism' is 'so controversial among minority 

~~ - ~--~-~---~ ~~-------
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students.'" ("protestations") He lists Lynne Cheney's 

tallying of the 

costs of political correctness, [which includes] 
six University of Minnesota professors . . . 
[being] charged with sexual harassment; their 
offenses: . . • "not greeting a student in a 
friendly enough manner . . • not teaching in a 
sensitive enough way. Not having read a certain 
novel." ("Protestations") 

George Will, in effect, has used his materials in a 

fashion that emphasizes dramatic effect, and thus 

strengthens the impact of his facts. The focus in the 

piece is on the concrete depiction of actions taken 

against others who oppose the hegemony of political 

correctness, which is alleged to not even exist because it 

is a product of "'misinformation' and 'distortion' from 

'right-wing ideologies.'" ("Protestations") As will's 

facts substantiate for a receptive audience, which has 

been captivated by a dramatic rendering of several 

instances of the effects of its intrusions, PC does exist, 

just ask any of the poor souls who encountered it. 

Looking at Logos: The "Forgotten" Segment 

George will's article is a suitable introduction to 

considerations of logos, or factual arguments, in the 

rhetorical dimension of Doomspeak. The title of this 

section is not meant to imply that Doomspeakers forsake 

logos when they construct their arguments; it is nearly 



55 

impossible to argue or persuade without some kind of 

factual basis. Facts underpin Doomspeak, just like any 

other argument, but what distinguishes the use of appeals 

to logos in Doomspeak is how the facts are manipulated. 

The analysis of Will's piece illustrates one type of 

manipulation: his facts are colored by the emotional 

impact of the acts, and this emotional impact can cause an 

audience to "forget" or overlook gaps in will's facts. 

other Doomspeakers employ similar strategies; their 

presentation of factual material is designed to negate or 

obfuscate (both kinds of "dooming") contrary facts, 

viewpoints, or weak points in the Doomspeaker's argument. 

This ·obfuscation is accomplished by sheer volume of 

details or discourse; Doomspeakers can rely upon either 

the tendency to be overwhelmingly encyclopedic when 

listing ideas, or specialized discourse which can "tune 

out" the uniformed masses. In this section, I wish to 

examine the latter two techniques. 

Logos-based Doomspeak quite often directs itself 

toward the agenda of curricular or institutional critique, 

and the encyclopedic lists of problems and solutions that 

characterize this particular brand of Doomspeak make it 

very difficult for the opposition to take issue with an 

critic such as E. D. Hirsch about the content of his list 

of items designed to enhance cultural literacy. The 



volume of facts presented in cultural Literacy produce a 

similar amount of questions. For example, why would 

anyone wish to argue with someone who is proposing 

additions to the curriculum, particularly additions that 
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create more knowledge and opportunities for new classroom 

strategies? What is the feasibility of splitting hairs 

over what is included and excluded from the list?22 Can 

the public surmise that teachers are intelligent enough to 

realize that Hirsch's list is only a start, and that 

additions and deletions can be made as needed? 

The ultimate answer is not as easy as the responses 

to these rhetorical queries. It is interesting to note, 

however, that most response to Cultural Literacy is not 

rooted solely in considerations of the infamous list, 

which comprises sixty pages of a text that logs in at less 

than 250 pages of written text (excluding notes and an 

index). The flaws in Hirsch's list are addressed and 

illuminated by examination of factual elements that his 

approach does not fully consider. Hirsch is critiqued for 

taking too narrow an approach, either because the list 

itself is too narrow and fails to include multicultural 

materials, or because his approach seems limited in that 

22 These are all rhetorical questions, and are 
summations of a variety of questions raised by a multitude 
of critics and respondents to cultural Literacy. 
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he only addresses aspects of a theoretical approach to 

increased comprehension and literacy, without much concern 

for explaining how the materials should be engaged by 

teacher and pupil. Indeed, the chapter entitled "The 

Practical outlook" is only eleven pages of the actual 

text, and merely mentions possible applications of the 

list to curricular studies and attempts at reform. 23 

John Warnock, among many others, capitalizes on this 

shortcoming in the logos of Cultural Literacy, a 

shortcoming which, for many, compromises the text's 

effectiveness as a supplement for classroom practice: 

I regret the lack of specificity because only 
pedagogical proposals that were specific would 
let me see whether I agree with Hirsch in the 
crucial point of how we imagine the destination 
in education for literacy. We cannot forget 
that in learning, it is never just content that 
is learned but also the way of learning that 
content. 24 

Hirsch's success is based upon his ability to hide 

shortcomings such as those noted by Warnock from most of 

his audience. The sheer volume of the list and the 

23 A more thorough examination of Hirsch is found in 
chapter six of this piece. The generalities he cites 
include "developing a national core curriculum" (139), 
instituting examinations similar to Britain's A and 0 
levels (141-42), and, my personal favorite, the admission 
that "one can't see all the ways in which reforms in the 
extensive part of the school curriculum might come 
about"(140). 

24 John Warnock, "Cultural Literacy: A Worm in the 
Bud?" ADE Bulletin, 82 (1985): 3. 
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practical justifications for it, subsequent efforts at 

addressing the need for a text that offers definitions of 

the terms on the list, and the production of similar 

cultural literacy dictionaries aimed at younger children 

all contribute to a seemingly credible character. Hirsch 

thus capitalizes on his ability to emphasize a specific 

set of information (supplying terms and definitions) at 

the expense of other facts that are just as important for 

the text's implementation. critique like Warnock's, 

suggests Milton stern, is positive to Hirsch because (as 

stern summarizes) "'if you quarrel with my list, well that 

is the sign of active stimulation, and it helps the cause 

of cultural literacy.' ,,25 

But does the quarreling actually help the cause, or 

does it simply help to give the "cause" the proverbial bad 

name? The amount that discord can actually contribute to 

a cause of reform that is wholly characterized by 

factionalization is very questionable, and the issue of 

what is not included on Hirsch's list has already shown 

itself to be a possibly divisive factor in implementing 

the list even as a vocabulary supplement. Humanities 

25 Milton R. stern, "Culture and Democracy: strange 
Bedfellows and Their Offspring," Beyond Cheering and 
Bashing: New Perspectives on The closing of the American 
Mind, ed. James Seaton and William K. Buckley (Bowling 
Green: BGSU Popular Press, 1992) 50. 
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departments these days find it hard to achieve consensus 

on what courses to offer, given the beating that such 

departments are taking on the funding front, so 

considerations of the courses' contents are often not even 

on the agenda until course offerings are determined. Once 

the courses are in place, then the discussion concerning 

items to be studied begins. 

The rhetorical situation in this manifestation of 

Doomspeak is not difficult to conceptualize; Hirsch, and 

many of his fellow Doomspeakers, practice a type of 

information overloading that can not only intimidate the 

reader, but also make potential contributions to a 

representation of ethos in the bargain. By laying on the 

facts or statistics, and then subsequently following up 

these collections of data with longer texts offering 

definitions or illustrations, Hirsch creates the 

impression of a thoroughness of approach to the subject 

matter and the specific content for his revised 

curriculum. His exhaustiveness contributes to a credible 

ethos because the audience may be impressed by the sheer 

volume of facts being presented. Hirsch is, in fact, 

rhetorically sound, but only on a level that requires 

volume of detail to win over an audience. His approach, 

in a sense, is very similar to George will's because it 

relies heavily on thorough presentation to establish 
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credibility. The difference is in the levels of 

subjectivity that manifest themselves in the presentation 

of these facts. will is very theatrical; his emphasis is 

the presentation of anecdotes that serve as factual 

evidence of his perspectives. Hirsch, on the other hand, 

is not so sensationalistic, and does not fall into the 

mode of theatricality that characterizes discussion and 

critique of education and its functions at the popular 

level. Hirsch's credibility comes from his credentials as 

an educator, which make him a seemingly viable fount of 

intelligence regarding these issues. He further 

establishes credibility by his approaches; taken together, 

Cultural Literacy, The Dictionary of Cultural Literacy, ~ 

First Dictionary of Cultural Literacy, and the multitude 

of off-shoots that all carry, in some fashion, the tag 

line "what -graders know (you can fill in the blank)" 

suggest that he is out to present the facts, and then 

explain the facts. These two points make him difficult to 

argue with; he has seemingly done his part and made his 

contribution to the cause of educational reform. 

But his approach also reveals a bit of hypocrisy on 

his part, for a liberally educated humanist like Hirsch 

ought to realize that there's more to education than 

merely facts. The fact that Hirsch, prior to Cultural 

Literacy's publication, was known more as a composition 



scholar and administrator than a teacher comes into play 

here because of the sharp factionalization between 

scholars and teachers on university campuses (to say 

nothing of the further division that characterizes the 

relationships among faculties at primary schools, 
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secondary schools, community colleges, and universities). 

Hirsch's phrasing asserts too much authority; the list and 

its preface are entitled "What literate Americans know," 

and although Hirsch does address the problem of consensus 

at some length26 , that still does not allay the sense of 

an authoritarian chastising wayward underlings. Hirsch's 

suggestions come off sounding like pronouncements, and no 

amount of attempts at amelioration can undo this 

particular set of rhetorical posturings. Hirsch has, in 

effect, not been as thorough in constructing argumentative 

logos as many believe, for what he has done has 

essentially filled the glass part of the way because of 

its incomplete applications of this logos. For something 

as sweeping as the reforms that Hirsch suggests, the glass 

needs to be fuller. 

This use, or misuse, of logos in Doomspeak is not 

strictly limited to the writings of E.D. Hirsch, and the 

26 E. D. Hirsch, Cultural Literacy: What Every 
American Needs to Know, (New York: Random, 1987), 134-45. 
The discussions on these pages offer a more thorough 
treatment of this particular issue. 
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logos is often interwoven with anecdote to produce a 

slightly different effect than the columns of George Will. 

To examine this intertwining further, let us examine one 

of the more popular texts of institutional critique that 

has recently appeared, Prof Scam, by Charles Sykes. 

Cataloguing the Crimes, Enumerating the Effects: 
Charles Sykes and the Appeal to Logos 

For some, it may be surprising to find out that 

Charles Sykes's Prof Scam was published in 1988. I say 

this because the information presented by the text now 

seems to be in the public eye fairly constantly. It is 

rare that a month goes by without some media reports of 

academic unrest or professorial inadequacies. If one's 

reading taste runs to academic journals, particularly The 

Chronicle of Higher Education, such reports and their 

omnipresent and voluminous responses are weekly treats. 

In 1988, however, Sykes's reports of what he found wanting 

at colleges and universities around the country was 

decidedly fresh, especially when we consider the 

intellectual atmosphere and other publications at the 

time. 

Prof Scam's pUblication followed fairly closely the 

publications of two of the germinal texts in the era of 

Doomspeak: Hirsch's Cultural Literacy and Bloom's The 
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Closing of the American Mind (both published in 1987). 

These texts are regarded as significant because they 

brought the considerations of educational shortcomings and 

institutional failures to a mass audience, even though 

such issues have been under debate in academic and 

literary forums for centuries. 

Cultural Literacy and The Closing of the American 

Mind helped expose these debates to the general reading 

public, and did much to fuel the air of mystery 

surrounding education and its institutions. However, both 

texts presented challenges to the reading public, 

particularly The Closing of the American Mind, which is 

quite dense and is filled with speculations about 

education's failings that appeal more to a scholarly mind 

than a mass mind. This denseness is perhaps why Bloom is 

often glossed over and cited in terms of his more 

sensational arguments--e.g., his comments on rock music, 

and the close affinity between Ravel's "Bolero" and the 

rhythms of sexual intercourse. Hirsch, as noted earlier, 

makes some worthwhile suggestions about potential content 

for revisionist views of education and literacy, but 

offers little in the way of concrete proposals for 

implementation of these changes. In the terms of the 

record industry, Bloom and Hirsch wrote "cross-over" 
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texts; their texts bridged the consciousness gap between 

academia and the 

general reading public, while still manifesting enough of 

the scholarly prose that got the authors to the status 

they enjoy within the academic profession. 

But the texts, as noted, were just a starting point; 

Sykes takes the problem one step further and turns his 

investigative journalist's lens on to the realm of the 

academy. Like any journalist, his task is to find and 

report the facts, and so he does in great volume. The 

publisher's blurb on the back cover of the paperback 

edition of Prof Scam sums up the text nicely: 

Prof Scam reveals the direct and ultimate reason 
for this collapse of education in the United 
states--the selfish, wayward, and corrupt 
American university professor ..• Charles J. 
Sykes charges that college teaching has become a 
lucrative racket . . . with example after 
example drawn from America's most prestigious 
schools, Prof Scam demonstrates the persistent 
corruption of higher education and offers clear 
solutions to restore excellence to teaching. 27 

The last part of this blurb is significant, for it 

helps to characterize Sykes's appeals to logos. His 

approach is similar to saturation bombing; he presents 

reams of first-hand observational data designed to 

overwhelm the reader, and thus attempts to establish his 

27 Nearly complete quotation of the publisher's 
blurb; the ellipses are mine. It can be found on the back 
cover. 

------_ ..... . 
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position and credibility through a technique similar to 

repetition. Moreover, the facts he presents are culled 

from observations and interviews at "America's most 

prestigious schools" (Harvard, Yale, Berkeley, Wisconsin, 

and a host of others). The facts thus acquire an added 

dimension; they can be the basis for generalizations about 

all higher education. This generalizing can occur because 

the public might infer that, since these ills are 

afflicting the cream of academe, then God only knows what 

might be infecting those institutions on the lower tiers. 

Institutional failure thus becomes a malady of epidemic 

proportions through the magic of generalization. 28 

Sykes's exhaustive approach to the presentation of 

facts allows him to cover nearly every possible complaint 

that someone might raise against higher education. The 

movement from teaching, overemphasis upon research, the 

28 Sykes's technique proves to be a viable one, for 
many other critics of higher education use observations at 
prestigious institutions for their commentaries. Dinesh 
D'Souza, for one, capitalizes on interviews and 
observations at Michigan, Duke, Stanford, Harvard, 
Berkeley, and Howard for the factual presentation in 
Illiberal Education, and used the more popular forum of 
The Atlantic Monthly to call attention to his book. The 
March, 1991 issue of The Atlantic Monthly published a 
version of his chapter outlining his findings at Duke 
University, which, at the time, was enjoying the limelight 
furnished by the popular and academic press. Both presses 
afforded Duke's aggressive approach to recruiting English 
faculty plenty of ink, and helped to elevate stanley Fish, 
then department chair, to the status of media hero/pariah, 
depending on who was doing the reporting. 
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tenure system and the protection it affords those who have 

it, and the esoterica that clutters the academic intellect 

all receive Sykes's attention in Prof Scam. Ever the 

journalist, Sykes also peppers his extended discussions 

with what he calls "Sidebars," and these sidebars offer a 

"human interest" factor in the presentation of his 

evidence. Like Will, Sykes uses the sidebars to present 

emotionally charged vignettes designed to show the most 

reprehensible or damaging occurrences that can arise on a 

college campus. For example, in a sidebar entitled "Hands 

Off the Hands On Professor," Sykes regales his audience 

with accounts of sexual harassment on campus. One such 

account is presented as follows: 

An undergraduate at a big university tells a 
story that is unfortunately common on university 
campuses. On one occasion, she went to see her 
teaching assistant about her grade on her 
midterm. When she brought up the subject, he 
told her, "I know how you can get a better 
grade." In the past, the instructor had been 
more explicit, asking her to sleep with him 
• • The young woman rebuffed him and 
subsequently received a D for the course. 29 

The outcome of the case is just what the title of the 

sidebar suggests. The student sought to rectify the 

situation, "but quickly came face to face with a system 

designed for the sole purpose of protecting the faculty; 

29 Sykes 148. 
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the only official action was to advise the TA to attend a 

'workshop' on sexual harassment. ,,30 

This type of account is typical of Sykes's sidebars, 

and the text contains twelve such pieces, all of which are 

designed to reveal the maladies in active detail. Some 

other sidebar accounts include the following: 

Asked to describe the mission of his school, a 
vice-chancellor of a Big-Ten university listed 
five separate areas of responsibility: 

*Economic Development 
*Service to the state 
*The creation of new knowledge 
*Training graduate students 

And, finally, dead last: 
*Teaching. 31 

University [of South Carolina] administrators 
acknowledged that they had paid $314,000 to 
Jihan Sadat, the widow of Egyptian President 
Anwar Sadat, for teaching a single course in 
Egyptian culture for three semesters. The 
figure included not only her fees for the course 
itself, but also $92,283 for 44 round-trip 
flights on chartered airplanes . and more 
than $1,000 for gifts, includin~ two porcelain 
figurines and a glass bud vase. 

30 Sykes 149. 

31 Sykes 29. Sykes quotes these statistics by the 
Center for Statistics, U.S. Department of Education, and 
published in The Chronicle of Higher Education, March 19, 
1986. 

32 Sykes 72. These figures come from The Milwaukee 
Journal, 29 Oct. 1986. The same sidebar lists several 
other expenditures by the University of South Carolina, 
among them $25,000 paid to Bill Cosby for delivering the 
commencement address, $37,500 paid to James Lehrer and 
Robert MacNeil for lecturing "twice a semester," and 
$30,000 going to Lyn Nofzinger for lecturing once a month. 
Interestingly, these figures are provided not by the 
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These are only two examples from a list of sidebar topics 

which include gut courses, academic publishing, graduate 

seminars, and a host of others. Sykes is consistent 

throughout, using emotionally arresting anecdotes or 

quotes that he either cites from other sources or supports 

with statistics from other sources. The effect is that 

his research achieves the appearance of being thorough. 

However, the statistics often come from newspapers or The 

Chronicle of Higher Education, and are not readily 

verified by either Sykes or his readers because little 

documentation is provided beyond source titles and dates 

of publication. 

As noted earlier, however, this is not the only 

approach to fact-based reasoning that sykes employs. He 

also finds useful the Hirschian technique of list making, 

and presents to the reader the impression of a complete 

catalogue of institutional ills and their accompanying 

solutions. The introduction to Prof Scam illuminates many 

of the charges on Sykes's bill of indictment; let us now 

examine some of the suggestions he offers for change in a 

chapter entitled "Storming the Ivory Tower." 

In contrast to the extended discussions and anecdotes 

offered in support of the existence of the various 

school, but by a New York Times article. Sykes does not 
provide any other documentation on the reference. 
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academic or institutional maladies, Sykes offers only five 

general suggestions for change, they are: 

*Puncturing the research myth 
*Abolishing tenure 
*Requiring teachers to teach 
*Insisting on truth-in-advertising 
*Restoring the curriculum and the canon33 

Unlike Hirsch, who needed to write another book to define 

the contents of his list, Sykes provides the reader with a 

plan for implementation. He introduces his proposals with 

the following statements, portions of which Sykes 

italicizes for maximum attention-getting: 

We must recognize that reform will not be easy, 
that the system fails because it is set up to 
fail [sic], and that the professoriate--a 
profession run amok and without responsibility 
or accountability to students, society, or 
learning --will guard its prerogatives 
ferociously. 

But the universities must be saved. and they 
will be saved. only when they are forced to 
break away from the academic culture itself 
[sic] . 34 

The first set of italics is designed to reinforce 

what the text has attempted to sUbstantiate: rampant 

instances of institutional or professorial failure. The 

second set sounds the clarion call to action. All that 

Sykes needs to do is expand on the suggestions for change. 

33 Sykes 257-60. 

34 Sykes 257. 
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For example, Sykes offers the following comment on tenure, 

and what change can be wrought when it is abolished: 

Tenure corrupts, enervates, and dulls higher 
education. It is, moreover, the academic 
culture's ultimate control mechanism to weed out 
the idiosyncratic, the creative, the 
nonconformist. The replacement of lifetime 
tenure with fixed-term renewable contracts 
would, at one stroke, restore accountability, 
while potentially freeing the vast untapped 
energies of the academy that have been locked in 
the petrified ~rip of a tenured 
professoriate. 

This passage amounts to little more than a summary of 

previously expressed ideas critical of the tenure system, 

but it proves rhetorically effective because of the 

encyclopedic presentation of facts and statistics that 

reinforce Sykes's position on tenure. The pejorative cast 

he throws upon those who favor tenure function similarly 

to the suggestions Will makes about those who support what 

happened to Allan Gribben. In both cases, the ethos of 

the opposition falls under question because of the shadows 

cast by a catalogue of factual and emotionally charged 

evidence that opposes political correctness or the tenure 

system. The possibility of fruitful dialogue about tenure 

as an issue is thus doomed in the minds of some segments 

of the reading public because of the preponderance of 

evidence against these issues; so much is presented the 

~ Sykes 258. 
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public may, in fact, be intimidated into a non-critical or 

uninquisitive state of mind. Given that credibility is 

usually linked to the specificity and viability of 

evidence, Sykes proves successful even down to his list, 

in spite of the fact that his list of suggestions for 

reform comprises only seven pages of a text that runs 

almost three hundred when notes are factored in. 

In sum, Sykes does well in manufacturing a seemingly 

thorough logos, which is reinforced by its voluminous 

evidence and the anecdotal approach. Sykes, at first 

glance, does not corne off as rhetorically underhanded as, 

for instance, sensationalistic media reports might because 

the whole piece is structured similarly to the 

presentation of evidence in court. It appears that Sykes 

leaves little unaddressed, thus presenting a credible 

posture of authority to much of his audience. The volume 

of evidence makes it difficult to argue with Sykes; as 

with the pronouncements of E.D. Hirsch, it seems any 

counter-refutations will corne off as being an act of 

splitting rhetorical hairs, which may further exacerbate 

an already tense situation. However, Sykes's ethos may 

not be as strong as it appears because of the choices he 

makes in his presentation, particularly in his citation of 

his factual sources, which are themselves questionable. 

Thorough treatment of the actual ways that reforms can be 
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implemented is only hinted at because the suggestions are 

presented after a meticulous cataloguing of the very ills 

they are designed to combat. This strategy only serves to 

highlight the call to reform. The document does not 

provide adequate depth of explanation of how these reforms 

need to be instituted, it only states that they must be 

implemented. These suggestions thus become little more 

than authoritarian pronouncements, and the exhaustive 

approach to the facts also facilitates the tendency to 

generalize about the problems and solutions, with the 

suggestion being that Sykes's maladies and their 

accompanying treatments can be found and applied in any 

institution of higher learning. Sykes's observations are 

most definitely true in some cases, but certainly not in 

all of them. Fruitful dialogue is thus figuratively 

"doomed" by the preponderance of evidence in favor of 

Sykes's positions. In accepting the burden of proof, 

Charles Sykes has seemingly covered all the bases, while 

masking repeated uses of innuendo, red herrings, and ad 

hominem arguments behind a character created from a 

seemingly thorough and well-documented presentation, which 

will win some converts to his side. certain segments of 

logos, which manifest themselves under clinical scrutiny, 

are thus "forgotten" in the face of an encyclopedic 

approach to presenting evidence; in other words, observers 
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may only remember the volume of facts, and not notice the 

manner in which they were presented. 

Generating an Ethos: Deriving a Rhetorical Equation 

Finally, we have ethocentric discourse, and this type 

of discourse is the most pervasive form of Doomspeak to be 

found in the academic presses, scholarly journals, and 

popular sources. This type of discourse is much like the 

pronouncements of Stanley Fish on blind submission, which 

will receive greater attention in Chapter IV. It seeks to 

establish validity for the arguments by creating a 

concerned ethos in the makeup of the Doomspeaker, which 

the audience then identifies and comes to identify with 

because of its consistency with their own thoughts and 

feelings. One way to accomplish this identification is to 

plant some doubts in the audience about an opponent's 

character, and so much of the interplay amongst academics 

who practice Doomspeak is geared toward compromising the 

ethos or character of their attackers. 

As the discussion of Sykes's ProfS cam has suggested, 

the character of the academy is under attack from outside 

the academy as the media employ their rhetoric in an 

attempt to reveal the various abuse being heaped upon the 

student populations by out-of-control members of the 

faculty and university administration. But such attacks 
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also originate from within the academy. As the 

introduction's analysis of the NAS advertisement suggests, 

the response favored by academics to both styles of attack 

is geared towards helping the audience (whether academic 

or not) "identify" a specific type of character (e.g. 

concern over the politicization of women's studies and 

multiculturalism). The presentation, much like that of 

Charles Sykes, is designed so that the "concerned" 

character, for example, supersedes or obfuscates what may 

be a more realistic character or desire, which, in the 

case of the NAS, might seek to protect its own political 

interests, and is thus as politically motivated as the 

group confronting it. 

This action, as discussed by Jim Corder and Theresa 

Enos, seems to be consistent with the notion of a 

"generative ethos," which as Enos suggests, arises out of 

a dialogic or interactive process between audience and 

rhetor. 36 Enos describes the process as follows: 

The two must be in each other's presence; the 
two must be aware of each other in more than 
superficial ways; some interaction is necessary 
and openness is essential . . . . ethos can 

36 Jim Corder, "Varieties of Ethical Argument, with 
Some Account of the significance of Ethos in the Teaching 
of Composition," Freshman English News, 6.3 (1978): 14. 
See also Theresa Enos, "'An Eternal Golden Braid': Rhetor 
as Audience, Audience as Rhetor," A Sense of Audience in 
written Communication, ed. Gesa Kirsch and Duane H. Roen 
(Newbury Park: Sage publications, 1990) 111. 
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never be separated from the writer and audience 
. . . . ethos is re-invented and re-created each 
time the reader becomes an aUdience. 37 

The applicability of this notion of the generative 

ethos relative to Doomspeak manifests itself in a number 

of ways. Various forms of Doomspeak, as noted, function 

effectively only given certain types of audience, and the 

writers who practice forms of Doomspeak are very careful 

to address the needs of their audiences. Interaction 

between ideologies, such as the interplay characterizing 

the NAS document, is vital and the mark of the most 

effective, though not necessarily affective, forms of 

Doomspeak produced by those within educational 

institutions. Openness is also important, but only to a 

degree, and this is where the ethical dimension of 

Doomspeak's rhetoric starts to turn sinister. In some 

cases, the "openness" of Doomspeak documents is suggested 

rather than actual. Again, the NAS document is a good 

example, for what is perceived as openness in disclosure 

is actually quite limited. The presentation only seems 

fair and open, which allows the non-discerning audience to 

construct a certain type of ethos for the NAS. In 

actuality, the NAS is no less political than the groups 

that oppose it, but this characteristic is subsumed by 

37 Enos 111. 



what looks like a complete and fair presentation, which 

helps create a creditable ethos. 

As another example, examine the case of Dinesh 

D'Souza, author of the controversial work Illiberal 

Education, a text which is openly critical of the 
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activities of the academic left, and uses a broad scope of 

subjects to attempt to establish D'Souza as, if nothing 

else, a fair researcher. D'Souza's text gives the air of 

completeness, for it examines issues on campuses ranging 

from Stanford to Michigan, and uses classroom observation 

and "eyewitness" accounts to support his theses. For 

example, in a chapter focusing initially on racial 

intolerance at the University of Michigan, D'Souza 

supplies numerous examples of administrative response to 

such activities, both at Michigan and on other 

campuses. 38 In summarizing his comments about the actions 

taken by university administrators at these and other 

institutions, D'Souza notes that the following pattern 

seems to be forming: 

. . . very small provocations often suffice to 
mobilize takeovers, sit-ins, and other campus 
disruptions. It should not be assumed that 
these are acts of great courage on the part of 
the protesters, because virtually never are they 
exposed to punishment; indeed, they are 

38 Dinesh D'Souza, Illiberal Education: The Politics 
of Race and Sex on Campus (New York: Free, 1991) 136-37. 



typically praised for their display of 
passionate commitment. 39 
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D'Souza's summary is a legitimate one, given his examples. 

What he says afterwards, however, may provoke ire in some 

segments of the reading audience. D'Souza states "it is 

equally important to examine the content of that belief; 

if mere depth of conviction is sufficient to establish 

one's moral credentials, then who will condemn the most 

expressive fanatic? ,,40 

Questions like this are perceived by some segments of 

the audience as attacks against the credibility of both 

the protesting students and the administrators who support 

their activities. consequently, Illiberal Education has 

become a favorite target of critics, particularly those 

aligned closely with liberal or leftist-leaning academic 

groups. For example, it is maligned by the Teachers for a 

Democratic Culture as follows: 

There is blatant hypocrisy, furthermore, when 
the charge of politicizing the humanities comes 
from right-wing idealogues .... D'Souza is a 
former domestic policy analyst of the Reagan 
Administration, a research fellow at the 
conservative American Enterprise Institute, and 
a founding editor of the notorious Dartmouth 
Review. 41 

39 D'Souza 137. 

40 D'Souza 137. 

41 Graff and Jay 1. 



78 

The intent here is to compromise D'Souza by exposing 

his own political agenda, which may be part of his reason 

for writing Illiberal Education. The compromised picture 

is dependent upon the audience thinking that any 

association with the Reagan administration, which many 

critics from all sectors see as the main reason 

contemporary education is so bereft of any benefits to the 

public, makes one questionable as a critic. Furthermore, 

his tenure with the Dartmouth Review is useful as an 

attack point because the Review was known for its 

conservatism, and frequently published articles that might 

be seen as racist. In pointing these items out, the TDC 

asserts its own ethos by making these facts about 

D'Souza's ethos known. The TDC's ethos is one which 

attempts to be concerned with getting all the facts about 

an individual out in the open, so that everything related 

to the preparation of critical discourse is known and 

factored into interpretations and responses to that 

critical discourse. The strategy is simply: create 

skepticism about the "dominant" ethos in order to dispel 

skepticism the public might have about their own ethos. 

So why is any of this different? Rhetors of all 

historical ages have relied upon the same sets of 

principles and strategies to get their points accepted 

over those of others. Again, a fundamental difference is 

- --- - ------ -----------
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the age in which we use and encounter the discourse. 

shaping our perceptions of the discourse, and the current 

intellectual climate, is a tendency Wayne Booth describes 

in Modern Dogma and the Rhetoric of Assent: 

this century has often been called an age of 
doubt, and age of skepticism, and--more recently 
--an age of unreason • . . assert[ing] that all 
assertion is meaningless, once the privilege of 
an intellectual elite, has become a popular 
pastime •.. [but] it is unlikely that previous 
period has produced more declarations of 
passionate belief . . . more defenses of reason 
and attacks on irrationalists. 42 

Booth composed these lines some time before 1974 (the 

text's publication date), but the ideas expressed speak 

volumes about the contemporary state of affairs 

surrounding the academy and expression of viewpoints 

critical to it. Allan Bloom's own "passionate beliefs" 

openly criticize the skepticism, using much of The closing 

of the American Mind to criticize professors and 

institutions for the pervasive influence of Nietzsche and 

Heidegger (the forefathers of contemporary skepticism). 

Given the bulk of critical responses to Bloom, Booth's 

idea seems to fall into line, noting that the power of 

attacking assertion has become socialized to a certain 

extent in that professors and institutions are now being 

held publicly accountable for what is said or done within 

42 Wayne Booth, Modern Dogma and the Rhetoric of 
Assent (Chicago, IL: U of Chicago P, 1974) ix. 
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the classroom. The selections of certain texts is 

critiqued and scrutinized, and the students are given 

every right to cry foul if the selections are not 

consistent with current pronouncements about what needs to 

be taught. In sum, the controversies arising seen to be 

divided much as Booth saw things in 1974, "doctrines are 

[seen as] self-evident and can thus be taken as unargued 

starting points toward other conclusions. ,,43 The 

doctrine, in the case of Doomspeak, is that skepticism 

allows anyone, with or without ties to the academy, to be 

critical of it, and that certain forms of criticism, which 

may be more "politically aware," are more valuable than 

others for any number of reasons. In other words, 

Doomspeak seems to promote the idea that everyone who 

wishes to criticize the academy and its functions can 

evince a credible ethos simply because it is their right 

to disagree or criticize. This semblance of ethos can 

also be furthered by undermining the ethos of those 

attacked, capitalizing on the public's tendency to be 

skeptical as a means of legitimizing the doubts that are 

planted. 

The presence of this tendency, which is gaining more 

and more acceptance, does not bode well for the use or 

43 Booth 22. 
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views of rhetoric in the era of Doomspeak. Richard Weaver 

tells us: 

rhetoric is advisory; it has the office of 
advising men with reference to an independent 
order of goods and with reference to their 
particular situation as it relates to these; the 
honest rhetorician, therefore, has two things 
in mind: a vision of how matters should go 
ideally and ethically and a consideration of the 
special circumstances of his auditors. 44 

Weaver is pointing out what the ethical dimension of 

the rhetoric of Doomspeak seems to lack: the vision of 

both the ideal and the sense of ethical interplay. The 

rhetoric of Doomspeak is perhaps too enraptured with the 

freedom to question and refute via assertions given 

credence by a self-constructed, and audience-perceived, 

ethos. The assertions of Doomspeak do not base themselves 

so much upon facts these days, rather, they often rely 

upon perceptions of character. Doomspeak's practitioners, 

almost to an individual, tend to assert an ethos rather 

than let it develop from the way the material is presented 

and received. Attacks on the asserted ethos tend to rely 

upon attempts to compromise the ethos through the 

presentation of questionable or unsavory facts, which 

44 Richard Weaver, "Language Is Sermonic," The 
Rhetorical Tradition: Readings From Classical Times to the 
Present, ed. Patricia Bizzell and Bruce Herzberg (New 
York: st. Martin's, 1990) 1048. 



attempt to reveal to the reader that the individual's 

character or ethos is not what the presentation pretends 

to assert. An example here might once again focus on 

stanley Fish and his attitude toward blind submission. 

His asserted ethos is that his name helps to ensure 

publication, and his basis for asserting this ethos is 

that he has already put his time in "laboring in the 

vineyards. ,,45 His assumption is that his name is enough 

to ensure publication of what he writes, provided, of 

course, that it is in keeping with academic standards of 

discourse. That assumption about his name, to Fish, is 
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something we ought not question. Of course, critics have 

taken any number of potshots at Fish for his attitude and 

his ethos, pointing out, in many cases, his attempts to 

corner the market on available academic talent through his 

attempts to build the English department at Duke 

University. Nowhere, however, does there seem to be an 

attack on the sheer brazenness of Fish's assertion about 

his ethos as it is stated in "No Bias, No Merit." Instead 

of addressing Fish, the individual, we ought to be 

addressing the facts that Fish presents in this particular 

case. As Weaver tells us, "the highest order of appeal 

45 Stanley Fish, "No Bias, No Merit," Doing What 
Comes Naturally: Change, Rhetoric, and the Practice of 
Theory in Literary and Legal Studies (Durham: Duke UP, 
1989) 175. 
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[occurs] . . • when [we] base [our] case on definition or 

the nature of the thing. ,,46 

Wayne Booth offers us another way of viewing this 

"nature of the thing" in the identification of the five 

dogmas he finds characteristic of contemporary rhetoric. 

Booth identifies dogmas about: 

(a) methods or means of producing change • . . . 
(b) the nature of the thing changed -- the mind 
or soul or self or person or organism . 
(c) the scene of change . . . . (d) the 
principles or basic assumptions about truth and 
its testing -- the ground and nature of change . 

. (e) the purpose of change. 47 

Each of these dogmas helps to underpin the pervasive 

skeptical attitude that seems to characterize the 

contemporary thought patterns about the academy and 

teaching. In each case, there are no one set of specific 

rules or guidelines for applying these dogmas; they exist 

much like the unchallenged assertions alluded to earlier. 

What results is an attitude that directs its attentions 

towards applying the dogmas for the sake of furthering 

political agendas rather than eliciting concrete reform. 

It seems an example of putting the cart before the horse: 

gain political power and then institute the reforms to 

facilitate education. The effort seems backwards, 

46 Weaver 1049. 

47 Booth 22. 



particularly when it absorbs so much time and effort in 

fighting the battles. One wonders who will be left to 

institute the reforms once the smoke clears. 
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The ethos associated with Doomspeak and its 

practitioners is thus based upon several factors: audience 

awareness on the part of the rhetor, which directs choices 

in topic and presentational style, awareness of the rhetor 

by the audience, which allows a Doomspeaker's "name" or 

professional status to be the basis for a creditable 

character rather than the content of the message, the 

presence and workings of Booth's dogmas, a willingness in 

audience and rhetor to identify and be identified with a 

particular bandwagon without serious consideration of the 

depth of the positions espoused by the bandwagoneers, and 

a host of other factors. All too often Doomspeak, and 

Doomspeakers, tends to capitalize on superficial 

extensions of argument and character which allow the 

audience, rather than the substance of the presentation, 

to assert an ethos, which is almost always perceived as a 

credible based upon the audience's or rhetor's perceptions 

of status or affiliation. Many literary ages have warned 

humankind about the divergence between appearance and 

reality--today, the cautions appear to go unheeded. 
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Some Summations: The Finished Derivation 

The rhetorical discussions in this chapter have 

sought to establish an interactive and generative 

character to the rhetorical practices that underpin 

Doomspeak discourse, much as this whole section has 

suggested that Doomspeak arises from a combination of 

historical, socio-political, and rhetorical factors. The 

rhetoric of Doomspeak, as the discussions suggest, is 

comprises several characteristics supplied by the 

different elements of argument outlined by Aristotle. The 

media, with its variety of popular outlets to ensure 

thorough distribution of the information, and its tendency 

to inflate the element of pathos when making 

presentations, contributes the tendency to focus on very 

limited examples designed to incite the emotions. 

Academic and legal considerations of rhetoric's functions 

contribute the tendency to be exhaustively thorough in 

presenting a particular side, which is different than the 

actions of the media because it emphasizes the 

presentation of a multitude of facts in order to suggest a 

more creditable presentation because of the impression of 

fairness; it appears that all sides have their say. 

Doomspeak's rhetoric is also confrontational, particularly 

when the "fairness" of a seemingly thorough logos-based 

argument is revealed to have some unfairness clouding its 
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presentation. These characteristics also reveal a key 

trait of the discourse: audience awareness. Doomspeakers 

are quite fond of playing on what they know the audience 

may hold dear, e.g. First Amendment rights, thorough 

disclosure on an issue, fairness in argumentation, et ale 

Because of this tendency, Doomspeak is also capable of 

hiding its real ethos behind the smoke screen of a 

concerned one that will win converts to a position that 

might not ordinarily be considered. What the audience 

must be careful of when dealing with Doomspeak is this 

"artificial ethos," and the audience must take into 

account all mitigating factors which allow some forms of 

Doomspeak to seem more credible than they actually are. 

The key factor in Doomspeak's rhetoric is, ultimately, the 

construction of a creditable ethos, which is derived from 

the acknowledgement and exploitation of the audience's 

skeptical predispositions, the use of a seemingly 

encyclopedic approach to presenting facts, and the 

manipulation of these factors into a presentation which 

gives the impression that the Doomspeaker in question has 

either been wronged or is attempting to ameliorate an 

untenable situation. Of course, other factors contribute 

to this construction and subsequent assertion of ethos, 

e.g., the use of confrontational rhetoric, the title the 

Doomspeaker possesses, the language used to present the 
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position, and so on. These are the most mitigating 

factors that contribute to a seemingly credible character, 

which is, in reality, not everything that it proposes to 

be. 



CHAPTER III 

Battles Behind the Books: The Historical 
Dimension of Doomspeak 
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Today those old voices sound as touching and as 
scary as they ever did--partly because there is 
an irreducible quality in their demands and 
partly because they are suspended in time . • . 
every new manifestation in culture rewrites the 
past, changes old maud its into new heroes, old 
heroes into those who should have never been 
born . . . . ancestry is legitimacy and novelty 
is doubt. 

Greil Marcus, Lipstick 
Traces, 2, 21. 

Throughout history, founts of knowledge, and the 

people who consume from them, have been subjected to 

scrutiny, questions about their authority, and even 

ridicule by observers who sought to undermine the 

credibility of these founts by calling to attention the 

accompanying woes of individuals who overused the sources 

or misused what was gleaned from them. The Delphic oracle 

from classical mythology, for example, always couched its 

answers to questions in terms that left the recipient of 

those answers getting only half of the picture, and still 

quite open to the twists of fate. Chaucer's Clerke of 

Oxenford, what some might term the precursor of our 

contemporary "nerds," is described as looking "hollow" and 

"sober." What little money he earns is immediately spent 

on books and learning, and "his scholarship was what he 
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truly heeded" (In. 299). Christopher Marlowe's Doctor 

Faustus is laid low by his quest for total knowledge, 

which is obtained through allegiance with the Devil. 

Knowledge of another sort forces Adam and Eve out of Eden 

in Paradise Lost. In sum, the traditions surrounding how 

authors view knowledge, its sources, acquisition, and 

effects are quite voluminous. Quite frequently, knowledge 

is the subject of works whose purposes range from 

commentary on the state or uses of knowledge to the 

critique or ridicule of misuses and mis-users of 

knowledge. 

What does this tradition have to do with an analysis 

of contemporary discourse patterns critical of the 

academy, its practices, and its workers and consumers, 

particularly since the tradition reveals more reliance 

upon what most might consider traditionally "literary" 

media--i.e. drama, poetry, narrative--than the volumes of 

reportorial non-fiction that glut the academic and popular 

markets today? Part of the answer lies in the fact that 

this tradition is representative of common themes that 

permeate public consciousness when it comes to considering 

educational concerns. Socrates, for instance, was an 

educator condemned to death for allegedly corrupting the 

youth of Athens with his teachings. Flashing forward to 

contemporary times, we see tabloid headlines, true crime 
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books, and even made-for-television movies about Pamela 

Smart, the New Hampshire district media aide and teacher-

to-be who seduced a male student and, as her trial and 

subsequent conviction would have us believe, convinced him 

to murder her husband. Socrates, as later readings and 

mock trials suggest, was railroaded on the basis of 

definitions of corruption. Pamela Smart, interestingly 

enough, was repeatedly connected with the teaching 

profession, even though her title was, as noted, district 

media aide. The connection between the treatment of Smart 

and this analysis concerns the misuse of information with 

regard to viewing teachers. In the classical age, the 

medium used to compromise Socrates consisted of a vague 

definition of corruption (among other elements) and his 

answers to his accusers: 

'Socrates is an evil-doer, and a curious person, 
who searches into things under the earth, and in 
heaven, and he makes the worse appear the better 
cause; and he meddling interference, inquiring 
into things beneath teaches the aforesaid 
doctrines to others' .•. it is just what you 
have yourselves seen in the comedy of 
Aristophanes--who has introduced a man whom he 
calls Socrates going about saying he walks on 
air, and talking a great deal of nonsense 
concerning matters of which I know either much 
or little. 48 

48 Plato, "The Apology of socrates," The Norton Anthology of 
World Masterpieces, 6th ed., 2 vols, ed. Maynard Mack et ale (New 
York: Norton, 1992) 1: 809. 

----_._--_._. 
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In the modern age, with Marshall McLuhan's concept of 

the global village of print and television media viable, 

Avon paperbacks publishes a true crime work entitled Teach 

Me to Kill, which is accompanied by splashy cover copy 

describing the work as "the shocking true story of Pamela 

Smart--the schoolteacher who gave lessons in love . . • 

and murder. ,,49 Interestingly enough, another true crime 

book on the same subject offers a clearer picture: 

"despite the impression given in later news reports, Pam 

was never a teacher; she never held a teaching 

certificate, and she never faced a class. ,,50 The 

connection to be noticed in this comparison is that 

historically and contextually diverse ages still reveal a 

disposition to exaggerate claims against teachers, and 

that critical authors and agencies quite often go to great 

lengths to present teachers in a compromised light. 

The purpose served by this tendency is anybody's 

guess; perhaps it is wish fulfillment for vengeful 

individuals who never forgot a bad teacher or educational 

experience. Another option might be economically rooted; 

49 Stephen Sawicki, Teach Me To Kill (New York: Avon Books, 
1991) front cover. 

50 Ken Englade, Deadly Lessons (New York: st. Martin's, 
1991) 36. 
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the attacks on the Sophists, for example, were initially 

based upon competition between schools and teachers in 

ancient Greece. Today, institutional misuse of funds is a 

major issue, especially since the government uncovered 

extensive overcharges and misappropriations of research 

monies at Stanford, a discovery which, eventually, cost 

then-university president Donald Kennedy his post. 

Another reason for this pattern of questioning and attack 

might be found in the debates over educational curriculum 

and practice, which are the subject of a multitude of 

controversies throughout education's history. One such 

jibe can be illuminated by the Dickensian figure of fact

mad Thomas Gradgrind, whose educational posture is likened 

to that of a larger vessel pouring its contents evenly 

among smaller ones. Gradgrind embodies all the elements 

of pedagogy that are under attack by radical reformers 

such as Paulo Friere, but he also has his followers in 

people like E. D. Hirsch, who, while not advocating 

Gradgrindian memorization of his now famous/infamous list 

of terms that promote cultural literacy, does evince the 

fact-based educational practices that characterize many 

past systems of traditional education. 

The reasons prompting the aforementioned patterns of 

questioning that can lead to compromising positions or 

depictions of education and educators are not intended to 



93 

be the major focus of this discussion. Instead, the 

discussions seek to help establish something of a 

historical pattern within the discourse this text seeks to 

analyze. To recall the definition of Doomspeak's 

parameters for a moment, we need to realize that Doomspeak 

is not only a specific discourse pattern that casts 

aspersions onto education, teachers, and institutions, but 

it is also characteristic of a mind set, a tone, and a 

rhetoric that seeks to ally people with whatever set of 

teachings is being promoted. The colorings of Orwell are 

deliberate here, for Doomspeak has always been accompanied 

by Doomthink, which is a predisposition among audiences to 

think pessimistically about situation and thus be more 

open to apocalyptic calls for change. The tendencies that 

characterize this pre-existing discontent, i.e., pessimism 

over abilities of those in power to solve the problems, a 

willingness to believe that those in power are not 

concerned with issues other than their own agendas, and so 

on, are the very items that produce the documents that 

disseminate Doomspeak in the first place. Once again, we 

can see the cyclical nature of the process that allows 

Doomspeak to arise, for the now public extensions of 

Doomthink, which evolve into Doomspeak, create new 

patterns of Doomspeak which run counter to the original 

thought patterns and attempt to combat and conquer the 



very Doomspeak they respond to. In other words, the 

discourse functions like a shape-shifting disease; once 

someone encounters Doomspeak initially, and attempts to 

respond to it, one result is a retaliatory form of 

Doomspeak that attempts to redress the supposed "wrongs" 

or inadequacies of the first form of Doomspeak that 

arises. 
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By looking at the literary forebears of contemporary 

discourse that is critical of education and teachers, we 

can perhaps come to a better understanding of this 

cyclical nature that characterizes the discussions that 

shake, and later, perhaps, shape, the academy. The 

connections to these past documents are more numerous than 

one might think, so further scrutiny can help expose some 

of these connections and allow the contemporary 

manifestations of the same tendencies to be probed. 

The later chapters of this text are divided into 

discussions and examinations of the forms of Doomspeak 

that emanate from cinematic, popular, and non-fictional 

sources. Further divisions arise by allowing individual 

discussions to examine the negative depictions of 

teachers, the debate over the contents of the classroom, 

and the critical assessments of the missions and functions 

of educational institutions. The same plan is in force in 

this chapter, with a few minor modifications. As noted 
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earlier, more literary forms of writing are at center 

stage here, and this focus is necessary given that the 

stage and the literary volume sUbstituted for our era's 

television and movie "entertainments." The same 

classification system according to focus of attack 

(professor, knowledge, institution) is being applied to 

the discussions of the Doomspeak tradition, and I have 

chosen to use these discussion to present a brief overview 

of some of the more influential and critical texts 

concerning education and teachers that literary tradition 

has to offer. 

Literary history has provided ample evidence of a 

widespread sense of suspicion cast upon the knowledgeable 

by a variety of writers, and this suspicion often extends 

into considerations of knowledge itself. The suspicion is 

perhaps best summarized by Alexander Pope's observation 

that: 

A little learning is a dangerous thing; 
Drink deep, or taste not the Pierian spring: 
There shallow draughts intoxicate the brain, 
And drinking largely sobers us again. 51 

Pope's observation has continued to hold sway over 

concepts of knowledge, its consumers and wielders, 

51 Alexander Pope, "An Essay on Criticism," Eighteenth 
Century Poetry and Prose, ed. Louis I. Bredvold et ale (New York: 
Ronald Press Company, 1973) 525. 
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throughout literary history. The negative connotations of 

a lack of knowledge in western texts begin with Biblical 

legend, with Adam's bite of the fruit of knowledge dooming 

humanity to the existence it now leads. In classical epic 

and drama, knowledge is misused (e.g. by Odysseus, who 

escapes Polyphemus through cleverness, and then undoes his 

mastery by naming himself), sometimes obfuscated (witness 

the prognostications of the Delphic oracle), and the 

undoing of many a great tragic figure (Oedipus is undone 

by his stubborn desire to unravel the same riddle of the 

oracle, and does too good of a detective job). 

These are only a few of the negative connotations 

coloring knowledge, and there are just as many negative 

qualities associated with those who provide knowledge or 

consume too much of it. The Apology of Socrates mentioned 

earlier contains a reference to the depiction of Socrates 

on the stage. In more pressing situations, the whole set 

of attacks on the Sophists through the writings of Plato 

and Isocrates also does much to call into question the 

ability of the teachers of the time. Plato and Isocrates 

tend to see the Sophists as going wrong in their 

methodologies and motivations; Plato, of course, wishes to 

use rhetoric for seeking and establishing absolute truths. 

Isocrates sees the ends of a rhetorical education as the 

training of orators and politicians. Neither lauds the 
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Sophists for their abilities, in a sense, to obscure the 

truth through a series of linguistic and rhetorical smoke 

screens. Gorgias, in the "Encomium of Helen," provides 

just such an example of the point of dispute: 

I have by means of speech removed disgrace from 
a woman; I have observed the procedure which I 
set up at the beginning of the speech; I have 
tried to end the injustice of blame and the 
ignorance of opinion; I wished to write a speech 
which would be a praise of Helen and a diversion 
to myself. 52 

For Isocrates, the problem with this snippet is 

ostensibly one of patriotism, for Helen is regarded as one 

of the root causes of the Trojan War, and any attempts to 

exonerate her might meet with opposition. Moreover, his 

practical side might find the "diversionary" aspect of the 

"Encomium" troublesome given the practical focus of his 

school, which trained its students in oratory and 

political philosophy. Plato, in contrast, seems to 

disagree on more theoretical grounds given that Gorgias 

states that his speech has washed away the patina of 

disgrace covering Helen. Plato's famous likening of 

rhetoric to "cookery" in the Gorgias seems to be in force 

here, particularly since the passage from the Encomium 

52 Gorgias, "Encominum of Helen," trans. Rosamond Kent 
Sprague, The Rhetorical Tradition: Readings From Classical Times 
to the Present, ed. Patricia Bizzell and Bruce Herzberg (Boston, 
MA: Bedford Books, 1990) 42. 
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suggests that Gorgias has actually "cooked up" this 

diversion for himself, and has used the act to mask Helen 

much as the cook uses spices to mask the taste of various 

foods. Plato also reinforces this sense of 

ineffectiveness with rhetoric by making many of the 

characters in his dialogues fairly easy marks for the 

rhetorical barbs of Socrates. In the Gorgias, both Polus 

and Callicles "bear the brunt of the drubbing administered 

to the 'science' of rhetoric,,53 because, perhaps, they 

are both followers and practitioners of the type of 

rhetoric espoused by Gorgias. 54 Callicles, in 

particular, comes off looking worse than Polus, quite 

possibly because Callicles, as Helmbold suggests, is more 

of a "spiritual disciple,,55 of Gorgias than an actual 

pupil. Callicles not only completely misconstrues 

Socrates's methodology by accusing Socrates of planting 

red herrings and moving the arguments into "cheap and 

vulgar paths,,56, but also shows himself to be a non-

53 W.C. Helmbold, "Introduction," Gorgias, by Plato (New 
York: Macmillan, 1952) vii. 

54 Helmbold vii. 

55 Helmbold vii. 

56 Plato, Gorgias, trans. & ed. W.C. Helmbold (New York: 
Macmillan, 1952) 51. 
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opinion that 
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nature herself reveals it to be only just and 
proper that the better man should lord it over 
his inferior; it will be the stronger over the 
weaker • • • • this is, in fact, how justice is 
determined ,,57 

This sort of IIdeck stacking" is particularly 

enlightening to a modern audience in that the followers of 

one "school" are compromised by the rhetoric of a more 

powerful adversary that Plato wishes to laud as worthy of 

following. 

Schools are not the only subject of ridicule and 

compromise throughout literary history; the uses and 

misuses of language are also particularly important, 

especially when we examine works in the British 

Renaissance and eighteenth century. Two significant 

contributors to the discussion and critique of education 

and its functions are the dramatist Ben Jonson and the 

satirist Jonathan Swift, who both contribute literary 

examples of the misuses of knowledge and the effects of 

too much knowledge on the individual. Jonson uses 

knowledge and learning, or the lack of them, as the 

underpinning of many of his works, and the emphasis is 

nowhere more obvious than in The Alchemist, where Jonson 

57 Gorgias 51-52. 
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depicts a society in upheaval with various groups 

struggling to obtain control through the use of language 

and knowledge. Nearly all of the characters, save for 

Love-wit, who functions similarly to a deus ex machina in 

undoing the wrongs of the "tricksters in training," 

Dapper, Drugger, and Mammon, and their more practiced 

counterparts, Subtle, Face, and Doll Common, are flawed to 

some degree, and the flaws help create something of a 

hierarchy within the tenuous power structure they are 

attempting to create. At the bottom of the heap are the 

gulls, Dapper, Drugger, and Mammon, who attempt to use the 

power of language to mask their true natures. In the 

middle of the power struggle, we have the potential 

usurpers: Subtle, Face, and Doll Common, silver-tongued 

tricksters all who possess the knowledge of the power of 

language that the gulls lack. Their collective weakness is 

the use of too many masks, which makes them forget that 

they are not rightful or natural heirs to power and rule. 

At the top of this hierarchy, even though he is absent for 

most of the play, we have Love-wit, master of the house 

where the tricksters conduct much of their mischief. As 

his name indicates, he possesses the knowledge of the 

tricksters' language, and their true selves, and uses this 

knowledge to undo their attempts at usurpation. 

---~--~ ... 
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Through the speech and language of the characters in 

The Alchemist, we see knowledge misappropriated and 

misused. Jonson presents examples of those who wish to 

acquire knowledge in some easy fashion without the 

rigorousness of a classical education, study, observation, 

or practice. Drugger seeks knowledge of commerce and 

buyer behavior in an effort to set up his store in a way 

that will bring him wealth. Dapper, at present a clerk, 

wishes to obtain wisdom that will make him a successful 

gambler. Mammon, whose title accords him at least the 

opportunity to obtain knowledge the other two gulls can't, 

seeks complete transmutation into god-like status. All 

three gulls intend to pay Subtle for this knowledge, which 

echoes the very crimes the Sophists were charged with: 

using knowledge to make the weak seem strong, and to 

obfuscate truth in some fashion. In effect, the play 

becomes somewhat cautionary, for language is the primary 

vehicle for making the lesser seem the greater. 

Swift, in contrast, constructs Gulliver's Travels in 

a fashion that not only seeks to compromise the uses of 

knowledge by its protagonist, who comes to represent the 

archetypal "ugly Brit" with his continued passing of 

judgement on the cultures he visits, but also manages to 

satirize those who follow knowledge too much. As Robert 

Greenberg notes, "Swift intended the Laputans to represent 
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those of his contemporaries who had given themselves to 

abstract science, mathematics, and musical theory, ,,58 and 

the Laputans are depicted as being so out of touch with 

reality that they must be accompanied wherever they go by 

a Flapper, who uses an air-filled bladder to strike the 

Laputan. The striking is the means by which the Laputans 

hear and speak, so engrossed are they in the contemplation 

of their theories. 

These are three historical examples of the stock 

figures that now populate popular forms of entertainment, 

as opposed to scholarly venues. Teachers today, like the 

Sophists, are often attacked through various channels for 

the type of material they attempt to teach. Jonathan 

Kozol, for example, in a recent interview for Playboy, 

states that he was fired from his first teaching job at a 

Roxbury, Massachusetts Freedom School for teaching items 

not on the standard curriculum for his grade: poems by 

Robert Frost and Langston Hughes. 59 Smart students and 

teachers usually are depicted as glasses-wearing, clumsy, 

unattractive, and are the butt of every joke by bullying 

students and "cooler, more-with-it" colleagues. This 

58 Robert Greenberg, ed., Gulliver's Travels, by Jonathan 
Swift, (New York: Norton, 1970) 132 note. 

59 Jonathan Kozol, "Playboy Interview," Playboy Apr. 1992: 
54. 
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tradition, however, is only a beginning of the history 

that underpins the approaches and ideologies that have 

coalesced into the contemporary forms of Doomspeak. The 

historical tradition also uses the essay form to attempt 

to establish frameworks by which the knowledge one obtains 

can be evaluated and put to good use. In other words, the 

literary works attempt to show the misuses of knowledge to 

the audience in order to instruct them. Essayists, in 

contrast, attempt to present theories about the ends and 

functions of knowledge once it is acquired. 

Francis Bacon is one of the more accessible examples 

of this part of the historical tradition, and "Of Studies" 

provides much for the contemporary audience seeking some 

notion of where the ideas about knowledge and its uses 

arises. The famous statement that we can use to examine 

contemporary thought on these issues is oft quoted: 

Reading maketh a full man; conference a ready 
man; and writing an exact man. And therefore, 
if a man read little, he had need to have a 
great memory; if he confer little, he had need 
have a present wit; and if he write little, he 
need have much cunning, to seem to know that he 
doth not. Histories make men wise; poets witty; 
the mathematics subtle; natural philosophy deep; 
moral grave; logic and rhetoric able to 
contend. 60 

60 Francis Bacon, "Of Studies," A Book of English Essays, 
ed. W.E. Williams (1942; New York: Penguin, 1985) 18. 



104 

Despite obvious surface differences in language and 

definitions of literacy and learnedness that accompanied 

Bacon's time, we can also see some affinities with present 

day thought. One way to conceptualize these similarities 

is to examine Bacon's conceptions of reading and writing 

and their contributions to literacy. His ideology runs 

contrary to present thought about the use of these 

elements of education, for reading, writing, and 

conferencing were all important to Renaissance education. 

The last line, where he expounds on the use of histories 

in the education of all types of individuals, clearly 

echoes the importance of a wide-ranging, classically 

rooted education for the Renaissance individual. All of 

the disciplines he mentions were standards in the 

curriculum of the time, and the connection between logic 

and rhetoric encapsulates one of the major scholastic 

debates of his time: the division and placement of 

elements of the rhetorical process among the disciplines 

in the schools. In addition, Bacon's notions find their 

roots in his classical model, Cicero, whose De Oratore 

formed much of the basis for the make up of the true 

rhetor that Bacon advances in the quotation. Much like 

Bacon, the Ciceronian orator could do much more than pay 

lip service to any topic, and those who could not show 

themselves as educated were seen as foolish as the 



characters who professed to having wit in Renaissance 

comedies. 
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The tradition implicit here seems to arise again in 

the contemporary movement attempting to create a more 

literate national community. E.D. Hirsch, and others, 

focus their works on closing the potentially destructive 

gulf that exists between academic expectations and the 

knowledge levels today's students actually possess. By 

composing the now famous list, and then producing a set of 

dictionaries to accompany the list. For example, one such 

dictionary lists and defines what Hirsch and his 

collaborators feel is knowledge that young children need. 

In publishing these dictionaries for younger children, 

Hirsch is seeking to provide the first piece of the 

scaffold for acquiring knowledge on a number of facts. 

The uses of this knowledge and how it is to be taught form 

the foci of newer debates, but the attempt to bring public 

attention to these facts, and what not knowing them 

entails, is reminiscent of Bacon's notions about history, 

because the facts aren't as helpful without a context and 

tradition to place them in. Memorizing the definitions of 

terms from Hirsch's list would do no more to promote 

actual literacy than being able to quote scripture without 

understanding the verse's implications. 
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The contents of the classroom have thus been 

addressed through several channels, but there is still one 

area of academia where the tradition of critique and study 

has force, and is very illustrative of occurrences that 

arise in contemporary times. Academic institutions, their 

missions and functions, have also been subjected to 

everything from satirist's barbs to oratorical critique. 

Once again, swift furnishes us with a valuable satiric 

look with the sketches of the Grand Academy of Lagado 

(Chapter Five, Book III of Gulliver's Travels), wherein 

"researchers" and their apprentices of all ages labor over 

a multitude of seemingly irrational studies: attempting to 

"reduce human excrement to its original food extract 

sun beams out of cucumbers . calcine ice into 

gunpowder. ,,61 In an age where it is easy to read about 

funding being provided for such scholarly ventures as 

studies of nose picking or the protocols and actions 

surrounding hand washing in public men's rest rooms, the 

studies of the professors at Lagado don't seem as far-

fetched as Swift originally envisioned. 

In a change from the satirical attacks forwarded by 

Swift, we have John Henry Cardinal Newman, whose book-

length treatise The Idea of a University sought to address 

61 Jonathan Swift, Gulliver's Travels, ed. Robert Greenberg 
(New York: Norton, 1970) 153. 
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the wide scope of considerations surrounding a liberal 

education and the presence of a parochial institution to 

supply it. Newman's educated person was supposed to 

acquire, in an echo of Bacon, thorough knowledge of 

"literature and science, both fused by the philosophic 

temper. ,,62 To accomplish this end, Newman sought an 

institution that provided 

that only true enlargement of mind which is the 
power of viewing many things at once as one 
whole, of referring them severally to their true 
place in the universal system, of understanding 
their respective values, and determining their 
mutual dependence. 63 

This quotation encapsulates an age-old question regarding 

how an education should be pursued. Should someone 

acquire a liberal education that allows them to see the 

big picture, or is a specialized, more focused, education 

make for the more practical approach? We still see 

remnants of this question today, and we need look no 

further than our classrooms, where we will find at least 

one student who questions the necessity of whatever course 

we happen to be teaching at the time. 

This brief overview has attempted to establish the 

place of educational questioning and critique on a 

62 George N. Schuster, "Introduction," The Idea of a 
University, by John Henry Cardinal Newman (New York: Doubleday, 
1959) 36. 

63 Schuster 3 3 . 
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historical spectrum. The notions mentioned herein seem to 

reflect a continued pattern of discussion that permeates 

the ages, and these historical discussions sow the seeds 

of the contemporary discontent that now forms the 

discourse that critiques contemporary educational 

institutions and practices. It remains to be seen, 

however, what makes our age so different. One significant 

facet of that difference seems to lie in the sociology and 

political dimension of the Doomspeak movement. 

contemporary education has a definite political agenda 

attached to it, and these agendas are manifested both 

inside and outside of the institutions. The contemporary 

critique which emanates from within the academy, it seems, 

would like the public to believe that politically 

oppressive acts have forever compromised educational 

institutions and practices, and thus a new regime is 

necessary so that the institutions and their students can 

be lead into the daylight of enlightened consciousness. 

From outside the academy, the critique is designed to 

encourage taxpayers to wield their political clout and 

vote for politicians who will help to call academic 

institutions and their practices into account for past 

misdeeds. The tradition seems to break today, given that 

both academics and outside critics are calling to 

attention the woes and shortcomings of educational 



practice, and instead of being factionalized into two 

discernible camps, the sides have splintered into a 

multitude of smaller interest groups now adding to the 

fray in the current power struggles. 
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On rhetorical grounds, the contemporary movement 

seems to have adopted the worst sentiments of the past. A 

good way to explain this may be to envision some of the 

more vocal critics as practicing satire without the 

subtlety or the sense of humor; they are driven only by 

the impulse to elicit radical change by complete 

disclosure, which seeks to compromise the object of ire. 

This impulse is due in no small way to the deadened 

sensitivity of contemporary culture, which is used to 

viewing the "spectacle of the century" almost hourly 

thanks to the miracle of television. The "hooks" which 

catch the public need to be sharper, and, in a sense, 

dirtier than in the past, for the public is used to 

hearing about, for example, how SAT scores are declining. 

The rhetoric then must shift into more underhanded means: 

names are named, shortcomings are catalogued in gloriously 

out-of-context detail, and the public sees only what the 

reporter or critic wants us to. These impulses, 

admittedly, have been the underpinning of discourse for 

centuries; classical rhetors are just as prone to use 

straw men and ad hominem arguments as contemporary 
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critics. However, the case today is that the tools are 

more the rule for discourse surrounding the academy and 

its practices, and they are also prone to being applied 

maliciously in an attempt to gain a foothold in the power 

struggle. 

In the case of Doomspeak, it seems fair to state that 

history does repeat itself to a certain degree, and the 

battles over education, its contents, and its institutions 

are all still important factors in contemporary 

discussions. The impulse to critique has been with us for 

centuries; what changes are the ways in which the impulse 

is expressed, and the factors which shape critics and 

criticism. 



CHAPTER IV 

Dissonant Convergences: The socio-Political 
Dimension of Doomspeak 
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Literature has always been a theater of 
contention over social, aesthetic, and ethical 
values, and so has the study of literature and 
language. Recent changes in our culture have 
intensified these concerns in ways that need to 
be discussed in a spirit of mutual respect. 

The Executive Council of the MLA 
ADE Bulletin, Fall, 1991, 1. 

The spirit espoused by the MLA in the epigraph seems to 

be what has been missing of late in the discussions of the 

workings of the contemporary academy. Yet the Executive 

Council's observations about the social functions of 

literature are right on target. The notion of a "theater of 

contention" is apt, for the image conveys the sense that 

many diverse players, scenes, and settings are influential 

in the current intellectual climate surrounding the academy. 

These players, scenes, and settings are all elements of 

a microcosm of a formal society, and a new set of societies 

seems to be forming amidst all the debate over the functions 

of teachers, their curricula, and their institutions. The 

components, members, and ideologies of these new societies 

within academia are the foci of the analyses undertaken in 

this chapter. What these discussions seek to explore is the 

political factionalization between the groups and the 
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influences of that factionalization on the current debate 

over institutional contents and conduct. My starting point 

for this discussion comes from Friedrich von Schiller, who 

identifies the divisive powers of society in Letters on the 

Aesthetic Education of Man. In the sixth Letter, he poses 

the question: "why was the individual Greek qualified to be 

the representative of his age, and why can no single modern 

venture as much?,,64 His answer carries deep contemporary 

implications: 

It was civilization itself which inflicted this 
wound upon modern man. Once the increase of 
empirical knowledge, and more exact modes of 
thought, made sharper divisions between the 
sciences inevitable, and once the increasingly 
complex machinery of state necessitated a more 
rigorous separation of ranks and occupations, then 
the inner unity of human nature was severed too, 
and a disastrous conflict set its harmonious 
powers at variance. 65 

The contemporary implications of Schiller's ideas can 

be seen in a variety of situations, but one of the best 

examples of the applications of Schiller's ideas can be seen 

in Maxine Hairston's oft-cited article "The Winds of 

Change," which structures its analysis of the changes in 

composition theory in a fashion similar to the ideas 

discussed by Thomas Kuhn in The Structure of Scientific 

64 Friedrich von Schiller, "sixth Letter," Letters on the 
Aesthetic Education of Man, critical Theory Since Plato, ed. 
Hazard Adams (New York: Harcourt, 1971) 419. 

65 Schiller 419. 
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Revolutions. Hairston, famous as a composition teacher, 

writing program administrator, and rhetorical historian, 

steps across the disciplines in order, perhaps, to sharpen 

and make more exact the incidents of transformation that 

characterize the field of composition theory. In applying 

Kuhn, Hairston observes that 

the paradigm that a group of professionals accepts 
will govern the kinds of problems they decide to 
work on, and that very paradigm keeps them from 
recognizing important problems that cannot be 
discussed in the terminology of their model. 66 

The ideas of choices, groups, and the notion of 

separation from other problems, because of the paradigms the 

professionals select, expressed by Hairston echo the ideas 

of Schiller, and represent the starting point for our 

analysis of the social and political implications and 

contexts of the atmosphere that elicits and fosters 

Doomspeak. For purposes of the ensuing discussions, the 

operative word in Hairston's application is, of course, 

"group," because the society of the academy is almost an 

exact replica of the ideas expressed by Schiller. The 

"society" that shapes and disseminates Doomspeak is 

decidedly mixed in its levels of professionalitYi the 

Doomspeak society is composed of such diverse groups as 

66 Maxine Hairston, "The Winds of change: Thomas Kuhn and 
the Revolution in the Teaching of Writing," rpt. Current Issues 
in Higher Education #3, (1983-84) 5. 
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students, professors, administrators, journalists, social 

activists, and others. Also expressed in the quote is the 

notion of choices that the groups make, and any time that a 

group makes a choice there is bound to be some prioritizing; 

i.e., choices are made so that the interests of the 

individual group are served first. The act of prioritizing 

choices produces the intellectual foment reminiscent of a 

collective "identification" of a paradigm. As Kuhn sees it, 

the revolutionary aftershocks that occur in response to the 

prioritizing of choices represent the jostling between 

factions that takes place when neither side can reach a full 

agreement in "interpreting or rationalizing,,67 that 

paradigm or its ramifications. 

What arises from this revolutionary state of mind is a 

new, emergent hegemony, which Raymond Williams defines as 

follows: 

new meanings and values, new practices, new 
relationships and kinds of relationships are 
continually being created • . . . it is 
exceptionally difficult to distinguish between 
those which are really elements of some new phase 
of the dominant culture . . • and those which are 
substantially alternative or oppositional to 
it. 68 

67 Thomas Kuhn, The structure of Scientific Revolutions, 
(Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1962) 44. 

68 Raymond Williams, Marxism and Literature (New York: 
Oxford UP, 1977) 123. 
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williams' definition describes for our purposes a new 

pattern of thoughts and orientations directed at reforming 

existing hegemonies or paradigms concerning education and 

its institutions through a variety of rhetorical means. The 

seeking of reform is in keeping with Kuhn's modified 

perspective on the way scientific communities conduct 

themselves; instead of speaking in terms of paradigms and 

paradigm shifts, Kuhn now describes this complex set of 

conflicting hegemonies as a "matrix." The new term seems 

more dynamic, and offers a suggestion of interplay between 

the constituent groups that comprise the intellectual 

matrices that Kuhn and I describe. Moreover, the word also 

incorporates the notion of "tension" between these items, 

which is undoubtedly why the collection of essays containing 

this idea is entitled, The Essential Tension. The 

"essential tension" describes a relational dynamic that 

powers all types of intellectual revolutions (an extension 

of Kuhn here, his focus is on the scientific community); 

this dynamic allows ideas, theories, experiments, raw data, 

and the other components of this intellectual mishmash to 

bump against each other in a roiling mass. The roiling is 

like the flame that boils water and chemicals in a beaker; 

it moves the materials toward evaporation or calcification, 

and leaves the intellectual community with something 

concrete when the water is boiled away and easily distilled 
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items are filtered out of the remainder. 69 The same 

process is reflected in the Doomspeak matrix on the 

sociological level, academia is now in a boil, the formerly 

"pure" ideas, Le. the Westernized canon, criticism being 

subservient to literature, teacher as authority, that drove 

academia in the past have become alloyed and "impure," new 

pure ideas about multicultural diversity, political 

correctness, and others have been added, and the whole batch 

is bubbling angrily along, threatening to overflow its 

container. The main difference in the two matrices is that 

Kuhn's matrix bases itself primarily on observable or 

testable scientific data. with the Doomspeak matrix, the 

observations that have been added to the intellectual fray 

are rarely tested or even testable and are sometimes based 

upon individual perspective. In some cases, the observations 

seem to have been born in a vacuum because of the 

disagreement and diversity which characterizes the 

vocabulary and approaches to wielding Doomspeak. 

In sum, it is the dual notions of paradigm shifts and 

intellectual matrices that form the basis for this chapter's 

discussion of the formation of Doomspeak. There appear to 

be definite sociological and political patterns at work 

69 Thomas Kuhn, "The Essential Tension: Tradition and 
Innovation in Scientific Research." The Essential Tension 
(Chicago: U of Chicago P, 1977) 227-231. 
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here, since so much of Doomspeak is directed towards 

radically altering the society of the contemporary 

university. These attempts at reform and revolution serve 

to characterize the contemporary atmosphere of the academy, 

and their effects are wide reaching in creating the sense of 

tension, that, in the realm of the academy, neither furthers 

its missions nor facilitates its functions. 

Kuhn's contributions to this discussion are reinforced 

by the notions of Antonio Gramsci and the aforementioned 

Raymond Williams, who introduced to the world the concepts 

of hegemonic tension and applied them to literary works. 

Their concepts of dominant, emergent, and residual 

hegemonies7o all have a major place in the description of 

this aspect of the Doomspeak matrix. For purposes of this 

set of discussions, the three hegemonies will be defined as 

follows. The dominant hegemony, according to Williams and 

Gramsci, is most often composed of the "active social and 

cultural forces,,71 which are directed by the controlling 

power groups who exploit "the primary inequalities between 

classes. ,,72 Because of these inequalities, there exist two 

70 Chapters 6 and 7 of Williams' Marxism and Literature 
contain thorough explanations of the differences amongst the 
types of hegemonies, and their various functions. 

71 Williams 109. 

72 Williams 108. 

- -- ~---~--------------.----
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other forms of hegemony which vie with the dominant. One, 

the residual hegemony, according to Williams, "has been 

effectively formed in the past, but is still active in the 

cultural process, not only and often not at all as an 

element of the past, but as an effective element of the 

present.,,73 The other, which is the emergent hegemony 

defined earlier, is characterized by the creation of new 

functions and relations, which the observer must be careful 

to distinguish from changing elements of the dominant 

hegemony. 

The crucial underpinning for the hegemonic conflict 

that characterizes the views of Williams and Gramsci is 

already present in the current Doomspeak situation, which is 

characterized by an almost universal sense of 

dissatisfaction with present systems and components of 

education. I say universal because, in the case of 

Doomspeak, the dissatisfaction emanates from inside and 

outside of the academy. The voices of discontent are not 

necessarily involved in a simple adversarial relationship 

either, for if the situation were simple, the forces inside 

the academy would simply respond directly to the accusations 

of those outside the academy, and vice versa. The situation 

is much more complex because Doomspeak has so many 

73 Williams 122. 
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practitioners from within the academy, and their 

perspectives on educational or institutional shortfalls 

contribute much to what Kuhn might term a "pre-paradigm 

period,,74 which is characterized by all the aforementioned 

tensions and jostlings that shape much of the current 

consciousness. And, of course, the elements of a simple 

adversarial relationship between critics and the critiqued 

is also present in this paradigm; one side throws out 

accusations, the other responds by putting up defense 

mechanisms or counter-critiquing. Add all these features 

together and a we have a situation reminiscent of the 

universe prior to the big bang. 

For Gramsci and Williams, this situation is precisely 

the type of atmosphere that is ripe for change. There 

exists a dominant hegemony--under Doomspeak, this is the 

cult of the academy--which is at present under attack by a 

new emergent hegemony whose ideas and attitudes emerge from 

permutations of and response to the dominant ideology. The 

struggles between the two hegemonies lead to, if this 

conflict is a pure, unadulterated Marxist intellectual 

revolution, the supplanting of the dominant hegemony by the 

emergent hegemony, which then either subsumes and changes 

~ Kuhn, structure of Scientific Revolutions, note 295. 



the dominant hegemony for its own emerging purposes, or 

renders it so obsolete that it disappears. 
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The problem with this series of struggles is easy to 

discern--neither side can honestly claim a complete victory. 

The most acceptable observation about the struggles 

between both sets of hegemonies is that both Doomspeakers 

and their opposition have managed to achieve a stalemate. 

The previously dominant hegemony that drives education, its 

institutions and functions, is feeling the pressure from 

Doomspeak, and is attempting minor changes, but not the 

sweeping reforms Doomspeak calls for. Make no mistake, 

there is a paradigm shift towards critique and change taking 

place in the educational system, but the shift is still 

mainly in the talking stage. The public hears more about 

what should be done, but perceives little active 

implementation of what is being talked about. Both sides 

have achieved stasis--each potential change is balanced out 

by an inability to implement or maintain the suggested 

reforms. 

What led to the stasis? Part of the problem seems to 

be a perceptual weakness on the part of both sets of 

Doomspeakers, and the weaknesses in the perceptions have 

their roots in a common item in Marxist social theory: 

residual hegemony. Residual hegemony is simply a part of 

the dominant or emergent hegemonies that is not subsumed or 
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destroyed after the social struggle, and it often forms the 

basis for new hegemonies that emerge and contribute to new 

social struggles. Williams defines it as follows: 

By 'residual' I mean something different from the 
'archaic', though in practice these are often very 
difficult to distinguish . . . . I would call the 
'archaic' that which is wholly recognized as an 
element of the past, to be observed, to be 
examined, or even on occasion to be consciously 
'revived', in a deliberately specializing way 
. . . . The residual • . • has been effectively 
formed in the past, but it is still active in the 
cultural process, not only and often not at all as 
an element of the past, but as an effective 
element of the present.~ 

The forces which oppose Doomspeak seem to have not taken 

this crucial hegemony into account, for educational 

critique, as the previous chapter demonstrates, is a 

tendency as old as literature itself. This residual quality 

is perhaps a foundation for Doomspeak's pervasiveness and 

its myriad forms, for Doomspeak has shown that it has the 

ability to insinuate itself into a broad range of social 

groups and political agendas. It is quite possible that 

educators and administrators anticipated neither the scope 

of calls for reform nor the vehemence that characterizes the 

tone of these calls. Perhaps the educators and academic 

institutions saw audiences as more conservative than they 

actually were. Presupposing a conservative audience does 

not credit Doomspeak's ability to galvanize formerly unheard 

75 Williams 122. 
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voices and groups, which include under-represented faculty, 

liberally-bent theorists, and even student activist groups, 

nor does it recognize how the groups began to neutralize the 

dominant conservative mind set with calls for enforcement of 

affirmative action guidelines in hiring new faculty, or an 

emphasis upon political correctness, which are only two of a 

multitude of desires voiced by the oppositional groups. 

What the opposition misapprehends, however, is just how 

firmly the dominant hegemony is entrenched, and how 

difficult it becomes to wipe out century-old traditions that 

have shaped the academy and its workers. Part of this 

misapprehension stems from Doomspeak's idealism in the face 

of a numbers game. For example, who is going to be teaching 

all these multicultural materials that Doomspeakers are 

calling for? The statistics reveal that teaching is itself 

facing a severe numbers crisis that will have radical 

effects on how many teachers will exist in the next few 

years. It is very probable that all the upheaval in the 

academy, coupled with the attacks on teacher prestige and 

credibility, is convincing potential teachers to seek 

employment or preparation elsewhere. As free as a 

multicultural orientation in education seems, because it 

does allow a plethora of alternative viewpoints into the 

classroom, it is also confining because it calls into 
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question the traditional canon, and makes few allowances for 

including traditional western texts. 

What arises out of this struggle is the political 

factionalization that characterizes contemporary academic 

departments and mobilizes faculty and students into 

oppositional camps. Emblematic of this struggle is the 

formation of two "tribes" within the academy: the 

conservatively rooted National Association of Scholars 

(NAS) , and the Teachers for a Democratic Culture (TDC) , 

whose respective recruiting documents were scrutinized in 

the introduction. The political interplay of these two 

groups embodies the crucial distinction that Williams makes 

in defining the emergent hegemony. The NAS is not 

representative of a true emergent hegemony simply because it 

is a manifestation and extension of the dominant ideology 

that shapes the academy; it is, in Williams' terms, archaic. 

The TDC, in contrast, is most definitely a product of an 

emergent hegemony because it runs completely oppositionally 

to the NAS. This politicking is quite clear to the audience, 

something that unfortunately cannot be said of the 

interdepartmental and interdisciplinary politicking that is 

so common on college campuses. A glance at the titles of 

recent academic publications reveals a tendency to inject 

political colorings into discussions of a multitude of 

academic topics. Titles such as Against Theory and The 
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Politics of Interpretation (both edited by W.J.T. Mitchell), 

The Politics of Liberal Education (ed. Darryl J. Gless and 

Barbara Herrnstein Smith), The Politics of Literary Theory 

(ed. Philip Goldstein), Theory/Pedagogy/Politics (ed. Donald 

Morton and Mas'ud Zavarzadeh), and Academic Capital and 

Literary Value (Harold Fromm) all give clear evidence of the 

decidedly political orientation shaping the contemporary 

consciousness of academics about the atmosphere in which 

they work. Given the commentary of the NAS and the TDC 

about the questionable presence of politics in the 

Humanities, it is not surprising that academic writing would 

turn its eye toward the controversy about the importance of 

such influences, and many of the aforementioned anthologies, 

such as The Politics of Liberal Education, seek to provide a 

broad perspective on many of the issues facing the 

contemporary Humanities department. 

The politicization of the Humanities has also shaped 

the academy hierarchy in a number of ways. One obvious 

contribution to the socio-political tensions which 

characterize the contemporary academy is the contention by 

Stanley Fish that blind submission to academic journals, 

which is an obvious way of equalizing for all academics the 

"playing field" of publishing opportunity, be done away 

with. Fish states: 



I am against blind submission because the fact 
that my name is attached to an article greatly 
increases its chances of getting accepted . . 
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I have paid my dues and earned the benefit of the 
doubt I now enjoy and don't see why others 
shouldn't labor in the vineyards as I did.~ 

Fish is quick to point out that he holds this view based on 

"a sense of myself as a professional with a history and with 

a stake in the future of the profession, "77, but his 

admission smacks of the sense of the dominant hegemony that 

the groups of discontent are attempting to combat. In 

Fish's view, the power that he wields is a product of his 

status, and that status is buttressed by his concern for the 

profession, so "big names," like Fish, who are concerned 

about the profession ought to be published because their 

status and their concern for the profession make them more 

viable spokespeople than an unknown still "laboring in the 

vineyards." Indeed, Fish points outs that the society of 

the academy is not one where "everyone pulls an equal weight 

and exerts and equal influence. "78 Fish describes the 

academy and its professoriate as follows: 

Ours is a hierarchical profession in which some 
are more responsible for its products than others; 
and since one of those products is the standard of 
merit by which our labors will . . . be judged, 
there will always be those whose words are 

76 Fish, "No Bias, No Merit" 175. 

77 Fish, "No Bias, No Merit" 175. 

78 Fish, "No Bias, No Merit" 166. 
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meritorious (that is, worth listening to, 
authoritative, illuminating) simply by virtue of 
the position they occupy in the institution 
. . . . merit is inseparable from the structure of 
the profession and therefore the fact that someone 
occupies a certain position in that structure 
cannot be irrelevant to the assessment of what he 
or she produces. 79 

with this type of attitude being wielded by 

acknowledged power figures within the profession, it is 

small wonder that the society of the university is rapidly 

losing its constituency. Teachers are retiring early, 

leaving the profession entirely, or are being wooed away by 

high-figure salaries to a handful of high-priced 

institutions. If students are as confounded by the political 

struggles they see taking place, then universities are 

losing not only a core group of specialists, but also 

students, who may be upset over the fact that they cannot 

work with the best people in the profession because these 

academic superstars are working at institutions which are 

out of the general public's price range, even with 

scholarships or financial aid. 

Fish's comments also raise another issue within the 

academy. Upon what basis will the contributions of those 

who do not work with acknowledged high-profile individuals 

be judged? will the university jobs of the future be doled 

out strictly on the basis of with whom a potential professor 

79 Fish, "No Bias, No Merit" 166-67. 
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worked while receiving his or her degree? By extension, it 

seems as though Fish's comment about publication is 

applicable to academic preparation as well, for if 

publications ought to be judged upon the basis of a writer's 

name, then it also seems feasible to judge the quality of a 

job candidate by their connections to those same superstars. 

Such an ideology represents another attempt to maintain a 

hegemonic status quo within the academy, for it represents a 

type of repression, both of words and potential. If we 

accept Fish's logic, then the only contributors to theory 

and advancement will be those who have achieved a certain 

level of status within the profession. These individuals 

will then be replaced by their own students, since it can be 

presumed that such students will have absorbed some of that 

quality by working with both the professor and his or her 

ideas which are furnished by the professor's publications. 

Those who aren't fortunate enough to work with such 

individuals must labor in the academic vineyards in the hope 

that their own work might someday reach the levels 

established by the dominant hegemony. 

What such a hegemony might produce, as noted, is a lack 

of specialists in all but the most liberally-spending 

institutions. As noted, this concentration of specialists 

would mean that all who would aspire to greatness in an 

academic profession would have to seek placement in those 
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particular institutions. The students who do not get in 

must settle for an education furnished by less high-profile 

faculty. These students would obtain degrees which carry 

less merit, and thus might be viewed as less special than 

their counterparts who worked with the academic superstars. 

This lack of specialists may also contribute to another 

problem that can become an obstacle to any potential 

advancements made by groups attempting to broaden 

educational endeavors. What will happen when culturally 

diverse texts are forced into classes taught by professors 

who pay little more than lip service to such texts? At the 

very least, any messages that the texts might convey are not 

accorded full attention; at worst, the texts themselves 

might be ridiculed, denigrated, or ignored. Such a 

classroom hurts the student of multicultural texts because 

it provides a diluted view of the material. Moreover, it 

does not foster the expression of student views or the 

investigation of alternative venues for one's education, for 

fear of professorial reprisal. 

These discussions point up to one flaw in the attempts 

by Doomspeakers to modify the professoriate and the 

curriculum so quickly and so radically. The change needs to 

be gradual rather than revolutionary; start by bringing in 

the new texts so that existing specialists of all types can 

study them. The programs will then need time for professors 
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to become specialists with the new texts and materials. 

Experimentation with teaching strategies is also necessary. 

Ultimately, students will profit from the new breed of 

specialists, provided the teaching force of the future is 

not made sick by attempted force-feedings of new materials 

that the most extreme forms of Doomspeak espouse. As it 

stands now, the programs are still infants, and the 

knowledge held by the professors in these programs, while 

more than adequate in many cases, does not suggest that 

specialization in the new areas is as widespread as the 

emergent hegemony might like. 

The problems with the professors or their classes 

ultimately trickle down and plague the students as well. It 

is not logical to expect full specialization in an academic 

area to be part of graduating student's intellect if the 

professors doing the teaching were not experts themselves. 

Self-paced or self-directed reading in a discipline can only 

take a student so far. The whole situation is reminiscent 

of an old television commercial for college educations that 

depicts Abraham Lincoln in a contemporary employment office, 

being denigrated because his education is limited to "a lot 

of reading and studying, sort of on my own." The 

observation that Shakespeare could not get a job today 

teaching drama, as cited by Charles Sykes, is also 

applicable to this discussion. Neither Shakespeare nor 
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Lincoln possess a traditional education or system of thought 

by today's standards, so they are not part of political 

system of education that can help them advance. 

with such a paucity of specialists, it is logical to 

deduce that the some of the items that leftist Doomspeak, 

such as that of the TOC, desires (multicultural 

acknowledgement, inclusion of minority works, and so on) are 

being treated in an inconsistent fashion that does not 

really help contribute to high levels of specialization. 

Given time, the changes will come, either through the 

training of the next generation of academic specialists in 

these areas or in the creation of new programs or 

departments that can give these areas the attention and 

discussion they so rightfully deserve. The problem, 

however, is that the emergent hegemony marks its actions and 

discourse with a definite apocalyptic slant because it 

sounds all too much like a clarion call for the removal of 

all the fundamental units that have shaped the university 

and a liberal education. The chants of "Hey Ho, Hey Ho, 

Western Culture's got to go" that recently echoed at 

Stanford come to mind here. The response, of course, is a 

similar form of counter statement, which accuses the 

opposing side of maliciously labeling the dominant group. 

Ostensibly, it seems as though the group calling for the 

usurpation of the dominant hegemony seeks to ensure that the 
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heretofore ignored forces that shaped learning, writing, 

culture, and society have the opportunity to be evaluated on 

their own terms and merits rather than being constantly 

critiqued by the standards of White, Western, Phallocentric 

culture. This is a valid desire; no literature's individual 

merits are done justice when they are subjected to critical 

scrutiny or juxtaposed against a more established tradition 

that has been in place long enough to be considered 

dominant. However, this argument also has two contrary 

positions facing it, and these positions harken back to the 

questions raised about who's going to be doing the teaching. 

In this case, the questions concern themselves with how will 

we teach the new materials. 

First, even if it is possible to examine such 

literatures without comparing them to Western texts, what 

methods of analysis will be used to examine them? Here, the 

standards of politicization arise again. If we, as an 

educating culture, supposedly know very little about these 

texts, does it not seem likely that we may know even less 

about writers from the repressed cultures or social strata 

view literary or critical aesthetics? Any such critical 

apparatus used to examine these items must initially be 

Western in design, and thus will also most likely be 

Phallocentric. Are these new materials done a disservice 

when such critical approaches are used to examine them? 
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Purists should be unanimous in agreement, but the yelling 

has not started yet. What is more, if the introductions to 

the formerly non-canonical works that populate the latest 

edition of The Heath Anthology of American Literature are 

any indication of how these works are going to be analyzed, 

then there is something of a tacit acceptance of the 

critical apparatus of the Western Male being applied to new 

texts that we have formerly ignored. 

This new anthology, which was greeted with much 

controversy over its selections, is emblematic of the 

struggles within the academy to reconcile the call for 

including new materials with methodologies for examining 

those materials. The anthology reflects the Kuhnian concept 

of the "essential tension" because it illuminates the 

interplay of established critical processes with new and 

different texts. Take, for example, this snippet from an 

introduction by Elizabeth Ammons on one of the newer figures 

anthologized at the college level, Sarah Orne Jewett: 

Fascinated throughout her career with the depth 
and character of relationships among women, Jewett 
grounded her personal life in close friendships 
with women ••.. 'A White Heron' •.• offers a 
highly critical perspective on heterosexual 
romantic love and attraction in modern western 
culture. 80 

80 "Introduction," The Heath Anthology of American 
Literature ed. Paul Lauter, et al., (Lexington MA: Heath, 1990) 
2: 110-11. 
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The introduction to Jewett coalesces the traditional 

elements of an introduction in a literary anthology 

(biographical information on the author and orienting the 

literary works within a tradition) with the more modern 

feminist readings that can shape others readings. Might 

this be construed as a political act, one which manifest an 

attempt by an emergent hegemony to co-exist with a dominant 

one? It seems so, since the feminist perspective seem to be 

the most viable approach for presenting the text. This is 

not the only example of a more recent critical orientation 

finding its way into the introductions in this anthology; 

more feminist orientation can be found in the introduction 

to Mary E. Wilkins Freeman (136ff), while psychological 

criticism seems to be the order for the introduction to 

Charlotte Perkins Gilman (760ff). 

This type of tenseness of ideology is healthy; the 

tension that brought the selections into the anthology is 

not because of its apocalyptic temper. The focus of a tense 

intellectual matrix prioritizes the act of obtaining 

knowledge; an apocalyptic intellectual matrix prioritizes 

only the knowledge, as we shall see when we discuss those 

critics that analyze and critique contemporary knowledge 

levels and curricula. A tense matrix fosters the critical 

interplay of ideas, rather than calling for exclusion of 

materials in an authoritarian fashion which, and I have yet 

-------- .. 
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to see any mention of this, is exactly what Doomspeak was 

initially fighting against. One may stop to wonder why 

Doomspeak now seems to advocate and practice various types 

of exclusion. 

This new tendency towards exclusion forms the crux of 

the next point about the present situation concerning the 

academy and its conflicting political camps. What type of 

society will eventually arise from those advocating the new 

strain of Doomspeak that emphasizes the destruction of the 

dominant hegemony and exclusion/suppression of any residual 

hegemonies that remain after the dominant hegemony is 

supplanted? Both sides have called their own education into 

question because they themselves were educated in the very 

institutions that they are now trying to change because of 

apparent or imagined weaknesses. The changes they want 

occur to varying degrees within the educational 

institutions, but the changes are fostered by the same 

process of exclusion and denigration that they accused the 

institutions of in the first place. How authoritative is 

someone who indicts their education for being exclusionary 

and incomplete, and then calls for reform based in the same 

actions? 

The process of exclusion, however, does have its appeal 

in the sense that dismissing a dominant hegemony allows 

emerging hegemonies to grow and flourish. As Marx, Gramsci, 
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and Williams have shown us, however, it is almost impossible 

to kill off a dominant hegemony; parts of it remain residual 

in the wreckage left by the struggle between emergent and 

dominant. Rather than ignoring the presence of the residual 

hegemony, it seems more logical to accept what was formerly 

dominant for its potential contributions (which seems to 

have been done by Lauter and his fellow editors). The 

inclusion of all hegemonic angles foster the Kuhnian tension 

that elicits true expansion of knowledge through interaction 

in an open field as opposed to Edenic growth in a closed 

state. 



CHAPTER V 

outlining the Conflicts: Current Manifestations 
of Doomspeak 
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Television--and also film--is the worst possible 
medium for teaching most things, with the 
exception of what things look like. It excels at 
bringing vision from afar and little else, other 
than holding attention by introducing excessive 
visual changes and movements, appealing to the 
most primitive portion of the human visual 
processing system. 

Reginald Damerell, Education's 
Smoking Gun, 212. 

Damerell's observation about the media is an 

effective way to begin this chapter, which seeks to offer 

another set of overviews concerned with the contemporary 

state of the academy and its functions. It is necessary 

to begin with this perspective because the media is 

perhaps the biggest contributor to many of the problems 

confronting teachers and teaching today. Damerell's 

comment is apt; television and film are very effective at 

presenting appearances, which we all know from Plato are 

not always close to reality. The media is also 

accessible, and it is global; anyone who wants to find out 

about the problems concerning contemporary American 

education need look know further than the TV Guide to see 

if one of the networks is doing a "White Paper" on the 

subject, or if one of the prominent opponents of political 

correctness is featured on a public television or CNN-
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sponsored broadcast such as Crossfire. A bit more digging 

will reveal any number of editorials or extended feature 

articles readily available popular magazines. Newsweek, 

for example, recently covered the growing threat of 

violence in our nation's schools. The issue is notable 

because of its cover; we are treated to the sight of a 

dying victim, shirt-less, strapped to a rolling stretcher, 

tubes and oxygen masks attached, being hustled through an 

out of focus crowd by two policemen and a paramedic. The 

subtitle, which grabs us more than the title (since 

teachers may be pre-disposed to notice such things) is 

centered on the page and is unforgettable: "A Report From 

America's Classroom Killing Grounds." 

As noted in the discussion of the rhetorical 

dimensions of Doomspeak, the media thrive on 

sensationalism, and pathos is an overworked element of 

argument in much of what passes for discussion in media 

rooted outlets that cover education. This chapter seeks 

to explore further the treatment of teaching and teachers 

by various outlets of the mass media (popular magazines, 

newspapers, film, television, and academic fiction). 

These discussions will bear out the supposition that it is 

these manifestation of the media which do the most damage 

to the ethos of education, its workers, and its functions. 

This damage to education's credibility thus necessitates 
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further conflicts which direct themselves toward 

reclaiming a semblance of ethos that the general audience 

can begin to take seriously. The obstacle in front of 

education and educators in this quest to reclaim an ethos 

is a pre-existing sense of skepticism about teachers and 

teaching which exists in the mind of the audience, a 

skepticism which arises from the influence of the mass 

media on the public consciousness. Once again, the 

analysis presupposes a certain amount of interactivity 

among the parts and principals here, for Doomspeak is, 

paradoxically, constructed and fostered by the popular 

media to no small extent. The interactivity is rooted in 

Damerell's observations, for the media entrenches 

appearances in the consciousness of its consumers, and 

these appearances, when focused on education, can 

figuratively "doom" aspects of education that do not fit 

those appearances. In response, Doomspeak must fashion 

its own appearances, which will hopefully spell "doom" for 

the media's creations. In addition, depending on what 

political faction the Doomspeak emanates from, Doomspeak 

seeks to gain acceptance for its implicit political 

agendas, thus "dooming" those positions and groups in 

conflict with the dominant Doomspeak hegemony. 
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Mass/Popular Media 
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The media come to us in a variety of shapes, 
forms, and densities, but if we start with the 
most powerful of the media systems, television, 
I think we can say with some confidence that its 
general function is to mislead, befuddle, 
corrupt, and lay waste the minds that look to it 
as their principal source of entertainment and 
information; indeed as their principal source of 
thought . . . . it is in the nature of 
television as a medium to simplify and thus 
radically distort and caricature whatever 
subject or situation it addresses. 

Hilton Kramer, Partisan 
Review, 1991, 228. 

Kramer is right on the mark with these general 

statements about the media's effects upon society, and it 

seems as though the media of television has also had a 

radical effect upon the other outlets of the mass/popular 

media as well. Kramer senses this influence, pointing out 

that "the tendency of these other media, magazines and 

especially newspapers, has been to ape television in its 

fundamental dynamics. ,,81 These discussions, however, 

require a bit more grounding in rhetorical considerations 

as well. The acts of simplification and caricature, for 

example, suggest definite rhetorical fallacies such as 

sweeping generalizations or ad hominem arguments which 

seek to compromise both subject and person. caricaturing 

81 Hilton Kramer, "The Impact of the Media," The Changing 
Culture of the University, spec. issue of Partisan Review, 58.2 
(1991): 228. 
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either a subject or a person presents them in an out-of-

proportion fashion; minor aspects of appearance (there's 

that word again) are exaggerated and drawn or described to 

the scale of the caricaturist. Caricaturing is thus also 

a form of simplification, for it reduces the subject or 

person to a set of recognizable surface features. In 

simplifying, the subject can also be shorn of all but its 

fundamental tenets, and the haste to present the "bare 

facts" can sometimes result in the "barely factual" being 

foisted upon an unsuspecting audience who then accepts the 

presentation as very close to the gospel truth. 

Much has been made about the effects of the media 

upon the individual, be they a student at any level, 

employed or unemployed, upper, middle, or lower class, 

majority or minority. Robert Brustein, a member of the 

same panel on the media as Hilton Kramer, pinpoints one 

such effect: 

I think the great danger of the media in regard 
to the university, in regard to our society as a 
whole, is the way it locks people inside their 
own homes. We're losing our sense of community. 
We're losing our capacity to mingle with other 
people, to walk in the street, because every day 
some new technological invention makes it 
possible for us to stay home . . . . pretty soon 
we won't have to leave the house at all. 82 

82 Robert Brustein, "The Impact of the Media," The Changing 
Culture of the University, spec. issue of Partisan Review, 58.2 
(1991): 231. 
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Brustein's worry is well-founded; having to mingle with 

people does complicate lives to the extent that it makes 

it necessary to account for the existence and needs of 

others. In a figurative sense, Brustein's warning is also 

very true in that the media can lock someone into a 

particular "house" of the mind, and no end of knocking on 

the door can let anyone else into this particular house if 

its owner wants to deny another's entrance. Harlan 

Ellison supplies us with a number of examples about the 

power that television, in particular, holds over the house 

of the mind: 

There was a woman who had the part of a 
homewrecker on a daytime soap opera. One day as 
she was coming out of Lord & Taylor in New York, 
a viewer began bashing her with an umbrella, 
calling her filthy names, and insisting that she 
leave that nice man and his wife alone. 83 

An isolated incident? Something perhaps the result of too 

much television acting upon a cabin-fevered mind? 

Perhaps, but Ellison not only recounts second-hand 

accounts of television's effects, but also first-hand 

experiences with individuals who have too much of the 

media-fabricated reality in their minds: 

One time during a college lecture, I idly 
mentioned that I had actually thought up all the 
words Leonard Nimoy had spoken as Mr. Spock on 

83 Harlan Ellison, "Revealed at Last! What Killed the 
Dinosaurs! And You Don't Look So Terrific Yourself!," Strange 
Wine (New York: Warner Books, 1978) 15. 
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the sole star Trek episode I had written; and a 
young man leaped up in the audience, and began 
screaming that I was a liar. 84 

For both of these individuals, television created a nice, 

comfortable atmosphere that did not allow for 

complications, such as the fact that what they watched 

might not be rcal. The outbursts were responses to what 

the individuals perceived as threats to this comfort, i.e. 

either the sanctity of the home and marriage as dictated 

by a soap opera, or the belief that Mr. Spock is a living, 

breathing Vulcan. In a sense, these people were defending 

their mind's castles against opposing viewpoints, 

regardless of the validity of these viewpoints. 

For education, such defenses are more obvious acts of 

"dooming" the potential for learning and discourse because 

this type of intellectual "growth" puts up barriers that 

impede the interaction of minds on anything more than a 

superficial level. To compound the matter, there is also 

a vast discrepancy between the contents of these disparate 

minds; the minds of the students and the educators alike 

are closed because of the differences in information 

acquisition and processing that each obviously has. And, 

since it is easier for stUdents to not rise up to their 

teachers' levels, learning does not flourish unless there 

84 Ellison 15. 
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is some kind of meeting of the minds that includes the 

entertainment media. In an extreme scenario, students 

might be so reticent in the classroom that the teacher 

might be forced to adopt the persona of a media creation 

in an effort to reach students. Of course, many teachers 

do not cotton to the idea of pandering to their students 

interests, and thus tend to denigrate the very types of 

knowledge that underpin the bulk of their students' 

consciousness. Again, a conflict arises and learning is 

diminished. 

This is not the only way the media influences the 

actual educational process; there is another, more 

devastating effect the media contributes to education's 

problems. This contribution has already been alluded to 

in the discussions of Doomspeak's rhetoric, and it bears 

some further examination here. The actions of all the 

various outlets of the popular media, when taken 

collectively, tend to represent a form of attack on the 

ethos, or character, that is projected by education's 

institutions, functions, and workers. Because of the 

sense of "simple-minded,,85 protectiveness that Brustein 

85 Not meant as a pejorative adjective in this case; I 
define the term as simply being emblematic of the mind set 
discussed by Brustein. Since the media simplifies things for the 
consumer, who then processes the information; the result seems to 
be a desire for non-critical simplicity, or knowledge reduced to 
atomistic bytes as opposed to integrated wholes. 
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and Ellison see occurring as a result of the media's 

interventions into the way education is depicted, 

education has a huge challenge facing it as it attempts to 

reclaim its ethos in the face of the media-spurred 

conflicts. 

Television is, again, the major force behind such 

conflicts, and its influence is already starting to be 

shown in other extensions of the media particularly 

"magazines and especially newspapers . . . [whose] 

tendency . [it] has been to ape television in its 

fundamental dynamics. ,,86 What this statement means is 

simple; newspapers and magazines have, perhaps 

inadvertently, compromised education and teachers by 

presenting sensationalized or sketchily researched 

accounts of isolated incidents that call into question 

individual, rather than collective cases. When an 

audience processes this information, it does so in a 

fashion that tends to create sweeping generalizations 

about teachers and teaching, and none of these 

generalizations are particularly helpful to the 

credibility of character that teachers and teaching have 

long lacked. Teachers and teaching are thus presented in 

a caricatured fashion; faults are highlighted and 

86 Kramer 229. 
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successes are reduced to cliches, if they are represented 

at all. 

The sources of these debits against education's 

credibility are multitudinous. The following is a brief 

list of titles, authors, and sources of a number of 

articles that cast aspersions onto education: 

*"Education: Doing Bad and Feeling Good," 
Charles Krauthammer, Time, 2/5/90. 

*"Curdled Politics on Campus," 
George Will, Newsweek, 5/6/91. 

*"Literary Politics," 
George Will, Newsweek, 4/22/91. 

*"Troubling deeds under the banner of 
diversity'," Joan Beck, Chicago Tribune, 
5/23/91. 

*"Upside Down in the Groves of Academe," 
William A. Henry III, Time, 5/1/91. 

*"America is Destroying Public Higher 
Education," 
John J. Clayton, The Chronicle of Higher 
Education, 1/29/92. 

*"Politically Correct Thought Police," Amanda 
Foreman, Penthouse, November, 1991. 

The smattering here is to provide a peek at how pervasive 

the issue has become in the hands of the popular media. 

These items, however, all seemed to occur with more 

frequency since the appearance of Newsweek on December 24, 

1990. 



with the words "THOUGHT POLICE" rising out of what 

appears to be clay (or the side of a building) ,87 this 
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issue of Newsweek admonishes the audience to "watch what 

you say," and informs the reader that "there's a 

'politically correct' way to talk about race, sex, and 

ideas. Is this the New Enlightenment--or the New 

Mccarthyism?,,88 The subtitle, which once again seems to 

function as a vehicle for outlining either the sides of 

the conflict, or the combative position taken by the 

author, captures the attention of a wide variety of 

readers who either remember McCarthy or are attending 

colleges and are aware of the issues. The monolithic 

presentation of the term "thought police," coupled with 

the admonishment to "watch what you say," both capture an 

even larger audience that may have read Orwell, but is 

more likely to be concerned about the warning and how it 

may threaten fundamental rights. 

How then, does the magazine cover contribute to any 

problems that education may be facing? In truth, there is 

no mention of education on the cover; the first mention of 

87 This visual effect seems to be an effort to 
subconsciously reinforce the colorings of Orwell on this issue. 
In 1984, the thought police enforce thinking consistent with 
party lines, and the slogans of the party are depicted as rising 
out of, rather than being etched into, the facing of the Ministry 
of Truth. 

88 Newsweek 24 Dec. 1990: front cover. 
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education as a context for discussions appears in the 

table of contents. Here, the reader is provided the 

following focus for the discussions: 

A university student is banished for posting a 
jocular ban against homosexuals on her dormitory 
door; a college office issues a list of 
potential offenses against minorities that 
recommends substituting 'differently abled' for 
'disabled'. On campuses across the country, the 
earnest effort to eliminate prejudice of all 
kinds is promoting a controversial new orthodoxy 
of the "politicall~ correct"--and generating 
bitter opposition. 9 

Taken together, the cover and this annotation 

implicitly place the debate in a bad light because of the 

associations with the thought police and McCarthyism. 

Even the reader who doesn't know Orwell's 1984, or even 

Joseph McCarthy, will still feel a sense of being 

threatened by the concept of an intellectual law 

enforcement agency because that particular concept runs 

completely contrary to the freedoms people supposedly 

possess. Another implicit message that comes through in 

these snippets is the idea that this "thought crime" is 

being punished on college campuses, themselves supposedly 

havens of free thought and expression. The message can be 

taken a number of ways; one of which is the idea that 

institutions that punish the politically incorrect are 

attempting to legislate thought, and thus turn the campus 

~ Newsweek 24 Dec. 1990: 3. 
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or classroom into places where students are indoctrinated 

rather than taught. For older readers, the connection to 

McCarthyism might be a short cognitive hop, for similar 

activities were the rage. Another more obvious message, 

however, is that the efforts are creating conflict at the 

institutional level, and these conflicts are what the 

media eventually fastened upon in reporting items of 

educational interest. 

Indeed, the titles mentioned earlier all tend to 

focus on the factionalization plaguing education and its 

functions. George Will, in the Newsweek editorial 

"Curdled Politics on Campus," summarizes what he feels is 

the root cause of the conflicts: 

There is • • . a close connection between 
today's curriculum wars and the lengthening list 
of impermissible thoughts, between the assault 
on "Eurocentrism" and the assault on free 
speech. These are related battles in a single 
war, a war of aggression against the Western 
political tradition and the ideas that animate 
it. The aggressors [i. e., the "tenured 
radicals"], having been trounced in the real
world politics of the larger society, are 
attempting to make the campuses into ministates 
that do what the Western tradition inhibits real 
states from doing: imposing orthodoxies. 9o 

Here, Will draws the battle lines, identifies the 

groups involved, and makes his accusations. The 

strategies are consistent with the techniques he uses in 

90 George Will, "Curdled Politics on Campus," Newsweek 6 May 
1991: 72. 
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other discussions, and the effect is much the same as 

well. The opposing viewpoint is equated with treasonous 

activity because free speech is attacked, the Western 

traditions are questioned, and so on. The message of the 

piece is reinforced, in case the reader misses it, by an 

epigraph at the beginning of the piece which summarizes 

what Newsweek's editors want the reader to see as the 

thesis of will's editorial: "Tenured radicals are trying 

to turn campuses into author i tar ian ministates. "91 

will is only one of the many who contribute to the 

factionalization by calling attention to it and the 

subsequent problems it seems to cause. Charles 

Krauthammer mentions "the Balkanization of American 

education,,92 and identifies the opposing forces as being 

those who favor a revisionist approach to the curriculum 

that seeks to ameliorate the past oppressions of history 

through the dual tenets of "inclusion" of the formerly 

oppressed and the creation of "good feelings" (presumably 

about themselves) within the educated. 93 William Henry's 

Time article on higher education terms academe "an upside 

91 Will, "Curdled Politics on Campus" 72. 

92 Charles Krauthammer, "Education: Doing Bad and Feeling 
Good," Time 5 Feb. 1990: 78. 

93 Krauthammer 78. 
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down world,,94 characterized by "obfuscatory course titles 

• eccentric reading lists. ,,95 As a cautionary hook 

for the introduction to his ideas, Henry also provides a 

peek into what he perceives to be a typical literature 

class. 

Imagine a literature class that equates 
Shakespeare and the novelist Alice Walker, not 
as artist but as fragments of sociology. 
Shakespeare is deemed to represent the outlook 
of a racist, sexist, and classist 16th century 
England, while Walker allegedly embodies a 
better but still oppressive 20th century 
America. Finally, imagine a society in which 
some of the teachers reject the very ideas of 
rationality, logic, and dialogue as the 
cornerstone assumptions of learning--even when 
discussing science.% 

Henry cUlminates the accusations with a warning, the 

tendency he identifies in the college classroom "is 

expanding into elementary and secondary school 

classrooms. ,,97 

The point to be made here is a simple one; these 

presentations are just a few of the examples of the 

battering that the image and character of education and 

94 William A. Henry III, "Upside Down in the Groves of 
Academe," Time 1 Apr. 1991: 66. 

95 Henry 66. 

96 Henry 66. 

97 Henry 66. 
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teachers are taking in the more "legitimate" extensions of 

the popular media, and the effects of these attacks have 

yet to be fully catalogued. Long term effects of these 

attacks have yet to be fully speculated, but a good place 

to start supposing might be that such presentations are 

another of the already widely voiced problems that 

discourage people from going into teaching as a 

profession. And the effects trickle down as well, for 

minorities and women no doubt read these reports, see the 

aspersions cast upon the approaches that attempt to create 

greater consciousness of other viewpoints, and then wonder 

how their own perspectives will be received. In addition, 

since the campus climates, as reported by these outlets, 

have become so volatile for minorities and women, why 

would a woman or minority accept the comparatively lower 

wages associated with teaching and have to put up with the 

problems associated with the conflicts? Simply put, it 

seems as though these outlets of the popular media have 

perhaps inflated the issues, and this act of inflation is 

thus an act of Doomspeak. 

The discourse "dooms" a number of areas; at its 

fundamental level, the view of education in the public eye 

takes a direct hit because of the tendency of the popular 

media to focus on the conflicts, and then belittle the 

side that seeks change. The popular media also can allege 
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that the conflicts are the fault of the liberals who are 

upsetting the status quo for all the wrong reasons, 

especially if there are any tinges of politics implicit in 

the motivations of the liberals. The public thus sees 

educational institutions as war zones, and anyone 

associated with the "other side," i.e. the revisionists, 

will be ignored or attacked. It is small wonder that there 

is so little governmental funding and support for 

education today; one wonders if the purse strings might be 

a little looser if the public did not hear so much about 

the conflicts that seem to characterize contemporary 

education. 

Another form of "dooming" that takes place is in the 

classroom, for it is the students who suffer while these 

wars are being played out. Admittedly, the media does 

exploit isolated incidents of politics becoming the 

centerpieces of classes, thus transforming them into 

indoctrination sessions in the current trendy political 

ideologies, but even the individual incidents that are 

reported are alarming because of the overwhelming sense of 

too much politicism entering the construction of a course. 

Students can learn in such an atmosphere, but what they 

learn is open to question, and thus might doom further 

efforts to obtain an education in other classrooms. 
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Finally, the media can contribute to the subsequent 

"doom" in an area that has yet to be manifested: the 

future teachers. As noted earlier, what can people be 

thinking as they read these articles covering the 

"problems" in higher education in such vivid, one-sided 

detail? Teacher shortages are already pressing, and many 

districts are employing veiled types of bribery, e.g., 

subsidizing student loan payments, higher salaries in 

exchange for "long term" contracts, in an effort to lure 

teachers into the fold. The simple fact is that most 

everyone will tell a fledgling teacher that the rewards of 

the job are certainly not monetary, and the reports about 

the conflicts plaguing education only fuel the desire to 

use individual talents elsewhere. The fashion in which 

many of these discussions are presented suggest that free 

speech is being attacked and censorship is being practiced 

by those who already wield power in the schools. 98 Not 

all of this is bad, but the reports make it out to be, 

and, since classroom autonomy comes under attack in this 

98 One manifestation of such power was related by Tommy 
Harper, one of the directors of district wide services in the 
Tucson Unified School District. At the University of Arizona's 
spring articulation conference, as part of a panel on 
multicultural issues, he stated that refusing to teach 
multicultural materials was now grounds for dismissal in the 
Tucson Unified school District. The district now mandates some 
type of acknowledgement and treatment of multicultural issues in 
the classroom. 
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issue, many potential teachers may feel that the low pay 

and hassles that they keep hearing about are not worth the 

effort that it takes to hone one's craft as a teacher. 

subsequently, another generation of possible teachers 

bites the dust, and perhaps prolongs the conflicts in the 

bargain because districts must keep older teachers who 

cannot be replaced. The older teachers may not all be 

willing to change with the times, and so there will still 

be friction when new blood is injected. 

These articles, of course, are not the only ways that 

the media attempts to compromise the character of teachers 

and teaching for the public's consideration, but they are 

a bit more pernicious than some of the other extensions of 

the media, i.e. films and television, because of their 

perceived legitimacy as sources. Very few readers will go 

to the lengths necessary to find out exactly what 

qualifications George Will has to critique educational 

institutions and cast aspersions upon the ideas of others. 

Instead, they accept will's credibility based on the 

volume of his statements and, perhaps, his vocabulary. By 

tacitly accepting the pronouncements of this branch of the 

critical fringe, society turns a jaundiced eye toward 

education and only sees the troubles afflicting it, 

troubles that, the Doomspeakers assure us, could be solved 



if the educational status quo of times prior were 

resurrected. 
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This discussion of the influence of the written 

popular media began with a reference to television's 

influence upon rhetorical strategies employed by some of 

the more eminent popular journalists, and its influence 

arises again when we consider its contributions to another 

act of compromising education and particularly teachers. 

Though not as damaging as the journalistic accounts and 

"eyewitness" reports from the battle lines in various 

academic departments, the depictions of educational 

institutions, teachers, and even students do as much to 

"doom" the public's perceptions of education's goals and 

functions as these other forms of reporting. Teachers in 

these forms of "entertainment" are a sorry lot, even the 

ones who are depicted as being popular and successful 

commit acts that would be grounds for dismissal in the 

"real world" of the classroom. For example, in the recent 

movie Dead Poets Society, Robin Williams portrays a 

teacher who encourages his students to rip out the opening 

chapter of a required textbook, which he terms "excrement" 

because the author sought to quantify poetry's literary 

value on a set of coordinate axes. Williams's character 

employs teaching methods that are admittedly entertaining, 

but only minutely sound theoretically, and uses madcap 



156 

classroom antics as a teaching tool (i.e. jumping on 

desks, encouraging students to listen to the voices that 

figuratively emanate from an awards case, and other such 

tricks). In addition, Williams's character is the most 

positive teaching figure in the movie; the man who 

replaces Williams, who is fired for his insubordination, 

is an older actor, and does much to lay on the "old-world" 

dry-as-dust scholarly figure in his performance. Other 

movies or television shows have committed similar 

stretches in depicting teachers and teaching. Gabe Kotter 

makes far too many jokes, and little teaching seems to go 

on in his classroom in the television series Welcome Back, 

Kotter. Freddy Shoop, Mark Harmon's character in the film 

Summer School, is a stereotypical gym teacher who must ask 

a fellow teacher "how do you teach?" when confronted with 

a group of remedial English students. He also throws a 

party complete with alcohol and fireworks for these 

students, and even lets one of his female students move in 

with him. In the real world, his incompetence alone might 

get him fired. But both of these characters do have an 

attractive or gimmicky way about them, so their faults are 

overlooked. 

In point of fact, neither Williams nor these other 

actors are exactly positive examples of what teaching and 

teachers really are; they are, however, fine examples of 
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what Hollywood would like teachers and academic conflict 

to look like. This has almost always been the case; 

reality only sells when it's topical or sensational, and 

any issues about teaching need to be spiced up in some 

fashion, for a true look at teaching could never really be 

accomplished cinematically. This tendency towards 

sensationalizing education's problems can be seen in a 

number of current and past films. Blackboard Jungle, 

originally produced in 1955, concerns the problems of teen 

violence in the schools. Ahead of its time, it presents 

an attempted rape of an attractive woman teacher, the 

assault of two teachers by a gang led by the antagonist, 

Artie west (a nice turn by a very young vic Morrow), and a 

chilling scene where a math teacher's collection of rare 

jazz records is smashed by the same group of students. 

Blackboard Jungle has also become something of a template 

for some modern filmmakers; and it has already been remade 

twice, as Class of 1984 and Class of 1999. 

Both Class of 1984 and Class of 1999 cast any issues 

concerning teaching by the wayside in order to capitalize 

on the possibility of gaining an audience through graphic 

depictions of violence. Class of 1984 has as its 

highlight a scene where Roddy MacDowall holds his Biology 

class at gunpoint, and forces answers to questions out of 

them, and there are numerous other violent scenes that 
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cUlminate in an extended stalk sequence where Perry King 

hunts and is hunted by the gang of antagonists led by 

Timothy van Patten. This gang has already raped and 

kidnapped his wife, and the darkened bowels of the school 

furnish the setting for the stalk sequence. After 

absorbing numerous beatings, King crushes two of his 

pursuers with a car in the auto shop, immolates another, 

and finally knocks van Patten's character through a 

skylight and into the auditorium, resulting in van 

Patten's character dying from hanging. 

Class of 1999 is even more reliant upon the notion of 

violence in the schools than its predecessors. Set in the 

proverbial not-too-distant future, the movie is simply a 

reworking of various elements of the "Terminator" series, 

as androids armed with military software and weapons 

capabilities, e.g., one has a flamethrower imbedded in her 

arm, another a drill, and the third, a rocket launcher, 

are "reprogrammed" to teach at a violence-torn school. 

They fight violence with violence, and the school ends up 

blowing up as the "good" students, (one is a repentant 

gang leader, the other is the slimy principal's daughter) 

wage literal war with the androids gone amok in the 

corridors of the war-ravaged school. 

The very real cloud of violence over the schools does 

little to make public school education attractive, and 
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these spectacles do not help the matter any. One need 

only pick up a newspaper to encounter some seemingly 

random acts of violence leading to injury and death among 

school children. When Hollywood buys into the 

sensationalism, and then perpetuates it by having the acts 

inflicted upon teachers, then it is anybody's guess how 

potential teachers may feel. 99 

These sensationalized depictions of classrooms and 

teaching are further points taken against the profession 

when its credibility is measured. Even when they are 

taken with a grain of salt, teachers still have to weigh 

very heavily the possibility that they may have to 

construct a persona similar to these appearances in order 

to capture their students' interests. The reality, of 

course, is that beginning teachers cannot develop an 

effective persona by looking at these models; they will be 

"doomed" if they do. These appearances that the media 

furnishes constitute another type of Doomspeak because 

they present an appearance of characters and situations 

that are pretty far removed from the real thing, in most 

99 So great is the fear of this potential violence that, 
when I was going through student teaching, I knew of a few 
individuals, men and women, who put off student teaching because 
of their placement in some of the more "troubled" schools in 
Tucson. Many of these schools also have a problem finding 
substitutes, and often leave classes untaught because no one will 
come teach. 
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cases. But by making the characters of the teachers 

attractive, clever, concerned, or "with it," filmmakers or 

television writers ensure that segments of the viewing 

public (the students, in particular) get a view of 

teaching that is not consistent with reality. The 

contexts these teachers find themselves thrust into are 

only a little further from the truth, and these seemingly 

savage contexts, coupled with the very real threats of 

violence, do little to make teaching in public schools, 

particularly poorer, more racially unbalanced ones, an 

attractive career choice. The movies and television do 

much to tell us about the way things appear in the perfect 

world of the Hollywood school, or on the savage streets 

leading into a strife ridden public school in a bad 

neighborhood, and thus pessimistically color the public's 

views about teachers and teaching in a way different from 

the more literary strands of the popular media. In both 

cases, appearances are prioritized over concrete, full

dimensioned reality, and the result is a doomed, or 

severely compromised, credibility for teachers and 

teaching in the public eye. 
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CHAPTER VI 

To Reclaim an Ethos: Doomspeak as Response 

In a recent article concerning the important 

distinctions that need to be made between the concepts of 

ethos and persona in rhetorical analysis, Roger Cherry 

reminds us that 

"rhetoric is concerned with matters that are 
contingent rather than absolute . • . . that the 
character of the speaker is equally important in 
securing assent • . . • [and] that the 
persuasive appeal of the speaker's character 
must be seen based on the speech itself, not on 
prior reputation. ,,100 

Indeed, the previous discussions of Doomspeak's techniques 

and influences suggest that Cherry's readings of Aristotle 

are as in force today as they were in classical times. 

Doomspeak is based upon contingencies; that is, it would 

be far less pervasive if, and also far less putative, if 

situations were different. The intertwining of speaker, 

discourse, and effectiveness of appeal is also a major 

factor in Doomspeak's success, so much so that the 

presentation is usually enough to present a credible 

character of the speaker, particularly when enough 

compromising facts against any opposition are presented. 

There are, however, two sides to this coin, and as 

much as Doomspeak does seem to maintain some sort of 

100 Roger Cherry, "Ethos vs. Persona: Self-Representation in 
Written Discourse," written communication 5 (1988): 253. 
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consistency with these classical precepts, it also fails 

to hew to these lines when placed under close scrutiny. 

One of the contingencies of persuasion that underpins 

Doomspeak is its reliance upon creating a credible ethos 

through repeated attacks, which are both explicit and 

suggested on the ethos of its opponents. The process 

seems to be more focused on persuading that a writer or 

speaker's character is more acceptable because his or her 

opposition's character is shown to be faulty. Or, as Jim 

Corder suggests that some believe, the author does not 

necessarily construct an ethos through presentation, but 

through audience interaction with that presentation: 

Now literary theorists both compelling and 
influential tell us that . . . ethos exists, if 
at all only in the perceiving mind of the 
readers, that authors, if they exist, do so 
somewhere else, not in their words, which have 
already been interpreted by their new 
owners. 101 

This is the crux of the argument that previous 

discussions have centered on in different fashions. 

Doomspeak does depend a great deal on its audience for 

acceptance, and Doomspeakers are very knowledgeable about 

which buttons to push in order to stir up the emotions and 

sentiments of their audiences. In attempting to push 

these buttons, Doomspeakers construct their arguments by 

101 Jim Corder, "Hunting for Ethos Where They Say It Can't Be 
Found," Rhetoric Review, 7 (1989): 301. 
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using facts in a way that seek to compromise the character 

or credibility of their opponents. These facts are then 

incorporated into a rhetorical equation that adds to the 

audience's perception of their own credibility by 

subtracting from the same audience's perceptions of the 

credibility of their opponents. 

Of course, the discussions of Doomspeak up to this 

point have been based primarily upon Doomspeak's 

interactions with a general audience through popular 

sources. Audience response has been speculated upon, and 

effects of the discourse have been suggested. There is 

another dimension of Doomspeak remaining to be explored, 

however, and this dimension of Doomspeak is rooted in the 

response of the academy and its minions to the accusations 

confronting it. This response constitutes yet another 

form of Doomspeak because it, like its counterpart 

originating from outside the academy, does little to 

foster coherent or rational response, preferring instead 

to attempt to reclaim, or at least rebuild, the education 

profession's ethos through its rhetorical machinations. 

This chapter seeks to examine some of this academic 

response along with some of the counter-responses that 

also come from Doomspeaking sectors of the academy. What 

seems to occur, even among the more critically aware set 

populating the academy, is an unfortunate replication of 
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the same fundamental mechanisms that characterize more 

popular forms of Doomspeak. Although the contexts and 

lengths may change, the results are the same: conflicts 

aplenty, but few coherent patterns of resolution. 

Assessing Institutional Failures: Bloom, Hirsch, and the 
cult of New Information 

Even before George will and other mouthpieces of the 

contemporary popular media made exacerbating the conflict 

in education fashionable, the content of the curriculum 

and its effects upon students was subjected to unrelenting 

attacks in various outlets. Popular magazines published 

cover stories on "Why Johnny Can't Read" (or Write), and 

the same subjects were immortalized in books by Rudolf 

Flesch, who used the titles themselves in writing Why 

Johnny Can't Read and Why Johnny still Can't Read. 

Jonathan Kozol graphically depicted all sorts of 

institutional shortcomings in Death at an Early Age, and 

has continued along the same lines in his more recent 

Savage Inequalities. Paulo Friere became the rage among 

radical educators in the late eighties with his railings 

against the "banking" approach to pedagogy, which sought 

to keep the oppressed in their place because it did not 

foster critical thinking skills necessary for processing 

and dialoguing about those facts education's "bank" 



allowed them to withdraw. 102 On a more contemporary 

note, Charles Sykes (Prof Scam and The Hollow Men) and 

Roger Kimball (Tenured Radicals) use portions of longer 

texts to address the question of what are our children 

supposed to be learning? 
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These texts are further reinforced by popular media's 

reports about declining standardized test scores, severe 

deficiencies among American students in any number of 

subjects.1~ These deficiencies seem to vary within five 

year spans, with the trend now seeming to have shifted 

back to the Humanities. In an obvious gesture towards the 

pathos of patriotism, Doomspeakers also present statistics 

that reveal that we are rapidly losing ground on the 

Japanese in terms of educating our young. 

When combined, shaken, and stirred by the various 

outlets, a great hue and cry concerning education's 

shortcomings arose, and, sure enough, another form of 

Doomspeak arises in response courtesy of E.D. Hirsch and 

Allan Bloom. Their signature texts, Cultural Literacy and 

The closing of the American Mind, respectively, are almost 

102 Paulo Friere, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (New York: 
continuum, 1970) 62-68. 

103 One of my favorite of these gloom stories concerns the 
report out of North Carolina that students could not locate their 
home state on a map. One wonders how they found their way around 
town. 
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singlehandedly responsible for bringing an academic view 

of the supposedly media-manufactured crisis in education 

to the popular masses. Both texts, The Closing of the 

American Mind in particular, logged lengthy tenures on 

best seller lists. 

What We Need to Know About the Texts: 
A Closer Look at Bloom and Hirsch 

Though often lumped together by their critical 

legions, the texts are actually quite different. Hirsch's 

Cultural Literacy, unlike Bloom's text, is much more 

reform-minded because it posits a plan for improving the 

content of contemporary education. Hirsch's purpose is 

quite clear, for he says that 

cultural literacy constitutes the only sure 
avenue of opportunity for disadvantaged 
children, the only reliable way of combating the 
social determinism that now condemns them to 
remain in the same social and educational 
condition as their parents. n104 

The rest of the text is an exhaustive series of supports 

for this thesis. Hirsch leads us through brief 

discussions of reading and schema theory (which focus 

mainly on the contributions of background knowledge to 

skills), meditations on national languages and culture, 

and head-on confrontations with the state of the 

1~ Hirsch, Cultural Literacy xiii. 
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educational curriculum, which contribute greatly to 

reclaiming Hirsch's ethos and thus help to make his 

position that much more attractive to a critical audience. 

Hirsch attributes the curriculum's failures to 

fragmentation and "educational formalism" which emphasizes 

the idea that "literacy . . . [is] a series of techniques 

that can be developed with proper coaching and 

practice. ,,105 According to Hirsch, educational formalism 

fails because it doesn't emphasize the curriculum's 

content; in other words, children are taught skills but do 

not have the necessary materials or information needed to 

put those skills to work. 106 This shortcoming is the 

rationale for the construction of the now famous list that 

occupies the last sixty some pages of the text. subtitled 

"What Literate Americans Know," the list became the focal 

point for much of the early critique of the ideas and the 

concept of cultural literacy. Later critique focuses on 

the absence of a coherent plan for implementing the list 

into the curriculum. Hirsch is at least consistent here, 

for he presents information that he sees the curriculum as 

needing, but does not focus on the skills need to 

implement the use of the list. 

1~ Hirsch, cultural Literacy 112. 

1M Hirsch, Cultural Literacy 110-113. 
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One possible reason for this inaction is that Hirsch 

perhaps realizes he is no formalist himself, and to show 

himself to be one would compromise his position by showing 

himself to be hypocritical. However, his failure to 

acknowledge the viability of formalism as a component of 

contemporary education does constitute a kind of Doomspeak 

because it also uses the tactic of compromising the 

contrary viewpoint in an effort to fashion a more credible 

ethos. He is very clear in his dislike for education's 

present emphasis on skills, stating that: 

the skills model of education is illusory, 
because it overlooks the fact that reading and 
thinking skills alike depend upon a wide range 
of specific, quickly available information. 
Every citizen needs to have immediately at hand 
a critical mass of specific information in order 
to possess that skill of skills which is 
literacy. 107 

Hirsch's encyclopedic use of logos in the form of the 

list is also a type of Doomspeak because it implicitly 

suggests that the items on the list take precedence over 

other items that were not selected. He justifies his 

selections, and attempts to head off potential criticism, 

in the following statement: 

the question of specific content can no longer 
be ignored in American education. The question 
of "Who is to say what that content shall be?" 
must not be allowed to serve its traditional 
role as a debate stopper. To suggest that it is 

1~ Hirsch, Cultural Literacy 144. 
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undemocratic or intolerant to make nationwide 
decisions about the extensive school curriculum 
must not any longer be allowed to end the 
discussion. . . . We must not allow the 
suggestion to go unchallenged that this 
fragmented curriculum isn't really a curriculum 
at all but a method for developing skills. That 
position is . . . an evasion, an abdication of 
our responsibility to make decisions about 
curricular content . . • [which is] all too 
often • content for which our children will 
have no use in the future. 108 

The blanket generalizations Hirsch makes regarding the 

validity of the opponent asking "who will make the 

choices?" are obvious attempts by Hirsch to stonewall any 

attempts at response, and his posture reinforces this 

notion because he reiterates the tenuous character of 

those who adopt skills oriented education. He even 

manages to get a shot in at the content of that particular 

type of education in the last sentence, thus further 

compromising not only the underpinnings of formalist 

methodology, but also its factual content. 

Hirsch's attempt at "dooming" his opposition is 

almost complete, and the last nail in the coffin appears 

to come with the following statement: 

The choice that this book offers is not a 
narrow, either-or choice between the specific 
list of items given here or the current state of 
curricular fragmentation. Rather, it presents a 
broad challenge: to bring the currently hidden 
curriculum out in the open where it belongs and 
to make its contents the subject of democratic 

1M Hirsch, cultural Literacy 144. 
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discussion. Those who might consider our 
specific recommendations to be defective are 
being challenged to improve upon them, but not 
to perpetuate the illusion that we can continue, 
in honesty, to avoid the discussion of the 
specific contents of the extensive 
curriculum. 109 

Hirsch has accomplished a seemingly impossible task; 

he has left the door open for a response that is 

ostensibly welcomed. He has completed his construction of 

ethos, for he seems to present the character of a 

concerned educator who seeks vibrant debate on the issue. 

He even seems willing to allow educational formalism to 

coexist with his new approaches, provided it opens itself 

up to discussion in a manner similar to Hirsch. This 

tactic almost moves Doomspeak positive territory (but not 

quite), for it hints at the figurative demise of a 

seemingly counterproductive part of the contemporary 

educational system. 

The troublesome colorings arise because Hirsch is a 

bit too authoritarian in his pronouncements; his tone and 

the selections in the list betray a bit too much elitism, 

and thus renders the genuineness of the challenge a bit 

questionable. As Susan McLeod points out, Hirsch presents 

the ideas in cultural Literacy in a manner that is "not 

only descriptive but hortatory; his list is what we should 

1~ Hirsch, Cultural Literacy 145. 
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be using to guide us as we reform our curriculum. ,,110 

This posture discredits Hirsch's challenge just a tad, for 

a truly open challenge would result in other possibilities 

being weighed against Hirsch's plan, with equal credence 

being given to all. This critique isn't meant to imply 

that Hirsch is to be faulted for believing in his vision 

of curriculum reform, but he is to be taken with the 

proverbial grain of salt because of the authoritarian 

sense that clouds the presentation of this vision. 

Hirsch, because he has addressed essentially what a 

large segment of his audience wants to hear about 

educational change (after all, instituting the list as 

Hirsch presents us is a throwback to the basics of 

educational ages past, and thus might appeal to parents 

and teachers who are unhappy with what their students 

don't know), and supplies them with more than enough 

information to fill in the missing parts of their 

children's education. To the majority, Hirsch becomes a 

viable figure simply because he uses his facts and 

approach to speak to his audience's desires, and thus has 

a good portion of his ethos constructed for him by the 

110 Susan H. McLeod, "Cultural Literacy, Curricular Reform, 
and Freshman Composition," Rhetoric Review 8 (1990): 271. 



segment of the audience which agrees with him and finds 

his approach refreshing. 
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Allan Bloom, on the other hand, is not so optimistic 

in his approach, and the dominant tone of The Closing of 

the American Mind is one of unrelenting pessimism. Like 

Hirsch, Bloom takes an encyclopedic approach to using 

logos as a foundation for argument. His chapters describe 

a variety of ills afflicting today's students and the 

academy, and constitute an extended form of attack on the 

components of a contemporary educational profile. The 

thrust of the book, however, hinges on Bloom's audience 

perceiving an effective and creditable ethos. The entire 

substance of The Closing of the American Mind is supported 

not by research findings, which are the backbone of 

several of Hirsch's discussions, but rather by Bloom's own 

experientially-based perspectives. These perspectives, 

along with some assertions that Bloom makes about himself 

and his texts, become linked to his character, and are the 

pieces that interact with the audience's perceptions and 

thus facilitate the formation and imposition of a 

creditable ethos for Bloom. 

Werner Dannhauser, admittedly one of the "friends" 

acknowledged by Bloom in his preface, gives us an idea of 

the vastness of Bloom's audience. 
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The book's subtitle ... points to a huge 
potential audience. . • . college students 
together with graduates probably constitute a 
majority of the reading public. No doubt the 
book appealed to parents, college-educated or 
not, who knew in an inchoate way that something 
was wrong with higher education. 111 

In addition, Dannhauser lists what he terms 

"'unlikely' readers,' people who take to the book because 

of its voice, its tone. ,,112 The list must also be 

extended to include the professoriate and the critics, all 

of whom voiced their favorable and unfavorable response to 

the text since its appearance. A vast audience does 

admittedly not an ethos make, but it does seem to 

contribute a germ of credibility to Bloom because the 

various responses to the text do indicate that people are 

finding his positions worthy of response, and tend not to 

treat the text as the arcane ramblings of someone who has 

spent too much time in the ivory tower. Much like Hirsch, 

Bloom seems to present the posture of stepping out of the 

ivory tower because he is bringing the thoughts of one 

academic on the contemporary state of affairs in education 

to the general public. Even though the ideas expressed in 

The Closing of the American Mind, are much more 

111 Werner J. Dannhauser, "Allan Bloom and the critics," 
Essays on The Closing of the American Mind, ed. Robert L. stone 
(Chicago: Chicago Review P, 1989) 22. 

112 Dannhauser 23. 
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conservative than those of Hirsch. Susan McLeod notes 

that "Hirsch does not propose, as do neo-Conservatives 

like Allan Bloom, to revise the curriculum to reflect 

traditional texts."113 This "difference," however, can 

also be seen as something of a similarity because, while 

Bloom and Hirsch may diverge on their depth of political 

commitment, both are offering revisionist considerations 

of the content of the curriculum. Bloom and Hirsch are 

thus attempting to tap the same sets of consciousness; 

their texts are aimed not so much at specific audiences, 

but at specific feelings or attitudes which are held by 

cross-sections of the reading public. By presenting 

factual information in such exhaustive fashions, both 

authors seemingly hammer away repeatedly at what the 

audience wants to hear; the same buttons are pushed and 

each pushing produces agreement, and possibly acceptance, 

among those different individuals in the audience who are 

united by the feelings Bloom and Hirsch manipulate. 

This manipulation is further reinforced in Bloom's 

case by his pessimistic tone and authoritarian stance when 

presenting his objections to various obstacles inhibiting 

and undermining contemporary education. Here are a few 

samples: 

113 McLeod 271. 
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Actually openness results in American conformism 
--out there in the rest of the world is a drab 
diversity that teaches only that values are 
relative. . . • Our openness means we do not 
need others. 114 

None of this [an absence of wise men providing 
knowledge] concerns those who promote the new 
curriculum. The point is to propagandize 
acceptance of different ways, and indifference 
to their real content is as good a means as 
any.115 

The democratization of the university helped 
dismantle its structure and caused it to lose 
its focus. 116 

I suspect that the rock [music] addiction, 
particularly in the absence of strong 
counterattractions, has an effect similar to 
drugs. .•• as long as they [students] have 
the Walkman on, they cannot hear what the great 
tradition has to say. And, after its [the 
Walkman's] prolonged use{ when they take it off, 
they find they are deaf. 17 

Affirmative action now institutionalizes the 
worst aspects of separatism. The fact is that 
the average black student's achievements do not 
equal to those of the average white student in 
the qood universities, and everybody knows 
it. 118 

The preceding cross-section provides a very brief 

sampling of Bloom's thoughts on a panorama of issues. One 

need only open the text to find some similarly worded 

114 Bloom 34. 

115 Bloom 35. 

116 Bloom 65. 

117 Bloom 80-81. 

118 Bloom 96. 
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statement on another aspect of individual and 

institutional failure. These are chosen because they each 

illustrate some of the rhetorical techniques that Bloom 

employs; techniques which also contribute greatly to his 

ethos in ways that make a more critical audience sit back 

and wonder. Take, for example, the last statement about 

affirmative action. It is typical of many of Bloom's 

pronouncements throughout the text; it employs no 

statistical support, makes sweeping generalizations, and 

yet it still sounds rhetorically convincing and 

contributes to a positive perception of Bloom's ethos. 

How can this be? The soundness may arise from the fact 

that Bloom is brave enough to say it; he has voiced a 

taboo statement regarding minority educational 

performance, and has thus opened himself up for critique. 

In so doing, however, he has won respect from those who 

hold the same position, and this segment can include all 

the members of the audience who hold this belief. He has 

also won respect from those in the audience who value such 

willingness to be open, and will possibly obtain support 

from these people when confronted with critique about the 

passage's inherent racism. This segment may not defend 

Bloom's position, but they may defend his right to express 

what he says, regardless of how wrong others say it is. 
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The whole of The Closing of the American Mind seems 

to function rhetorically upon Bloom's willingness to speak 

his mind on a variety of taboo subjects. Attacking rock 

music, for example, is probably going to damage his 

credibility with much of his young readership, but for 

every reader from this audience segment he loses he will 

possibly gain one back from the segment of audience who 

has long lamented their children's listening to "that 

noise." Again, the supporter does not necessarily have to 

be part of a college-educated audience; there are enough 

parents and grandparents around who attempt to curtail 

MTV's intrusions into their homes to find Bloom's position 

acceptable. 

Bloom's technique amounts to an elaborate balancing 

act; he seems to be literally accounting for his audience 

because the rhetoric of the text is founded upon appeals 

to ideas and emotions. What Bloom seeks to balance are 

the perceptions by the audience of his character, and he 

does so by confronting taboo subjects and voicing his 

opinions on them. His character is remar]<::ably consistent; 

his conservatism never wavers, and his critique is as 

pointed towards the academy and its functions as it is 

towards the students. What the audience perceives is 

either someone worthy of response, be it agreement or 

disagreement, or someone to agree with not on ideological 
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grounds, but on grounds of character because the audience 

perceives affinity with Bloom's "bravery" in voicing his 

dissenting opinions on controversial taboo subjects. 

It becomes difficult here to definitively term 

Bloom's prose Doomspeak on the grounds of what it does to 

potential discourse. without explicitly saying so, The 

closing of the American Mind has seemingly precipitated 

even more response than Cultural Literacy. This may be 

evidenced by the variety of responses to Bloom in popular 

outlets and academic journals, whereas discussions of 

Hirsch are often found almost exclusively in academic 

forums. The doom in Bloom is to be found in the 

presentation, most specifically in the tone which is even 

more authoritarian than Hirsch. One way of seeing this 

authoritarianism is to note that "Bloom is a polemicist, a 

master of invective and of hyperbole to the point of one's 

not being sure he is speaking accurately, or wants to be 

taken seriously. ,,119 Bloom wants to be taken seriously; 

his subtitle ought to be seen as a tip-off of that desire, 

and the hyperbole and invective are functions of this 

authoritarianism because they are applied to elements of 

Bloom's vast educational experience, which for him was 

very positive. He sees the elements of his education 

119 stern 51. 
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lacking today, and thus measures all other experience 

against the standard of his own. The hyperbole and 

invective arise because Bloom sees so much lacking, and 

wants to drive home these shortcomings to the audience. 

Hyperbole and invective are rhetorical elements that Bloom 

uses to capture his audience and draw attention to what is 

not happening now in classrooms across the country. They 

serve to make his authoritarian stand appear credible. 

In so doing however, Bloom "dooms" any other approach 

to education because all such comparisons come up short 

against his experience. The whole message of the text 

seems to be one of "my education worked for me, it can 

work for the next generation too if we institute it 

quickly." I suspect that much of what Bloom says is the 

source of much of the "gloom" that is often associated 

with the doom of contemporary education and its functions. 

His tendency to use sweeping generalizations about 

students and institutions does not help the tone of the 

text either, for generalizations have a tendency to cover 

up the exceptions that we all know exist. Bloom gives 

voice to all manner of problems with students that have 

confronted teachers and educational institutions many 

generations since he attended school as a student, and the 

same generalizations will no doubt continue in times to 

come, particularly since an authority like Allan Bloom 
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institutional failure. 
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Bloom's "success" is disquieting, for both he and his 

text appear to possess a credible ethos among a variety of 

reading audiences because the text's worth is validated by 

the volume of attention and response accorded to it. 

Bloom not only asserts an ethos through his rhetorical 

approach to presenting his own educational experience as a 

yardstick for comparison, but also reinforces the 

presentation and audience perception of that credible 

ethos through his willingness to confront controversial 

issues and voice equally controversial opinions about 

them. He does not protect college professors and the 

institutions that employ them, and his opinions on various 

subjects find a willing ear in the staunchly conservative 

factions of society. Even those who do not agree with all 

of what he says may be impressed by his willingness to say 

it, particularly in an age where voicing the positions 

Bloom does is shown by various outlets to be tantamount to 

academic or societal suicide because political correctness 

factions dictate that people ought not to say such things. 

Bloom is different from Hirsch; their politics and 

philosophies, the focus of their individual works, and 

their respective tones all manifest fundamental contrasts. 

Bloom's presentational mechanics, however, are very 
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similar to Hirsch's, and the similarities do help to 

manifest the "dooming" tendencies to be found in both 

texts. Both Cultural Literacy and The Closing of the 

American Mind are significant texts because each took the 

controversies surrounding education's institutions and 

functions to the masses on a wide scale. They also seem 

to have legitimized Doomspeak as an extension of academic 

discourse, for they provoked a large body of response to 

their pronouncements that attempt to call for the doom of 

many of contemporary education's foundations. This 

response, in turn, is the foundation for many of the 

conflicts plaguing education today, and these conflicts 

are additional opportunities for Doomspeak to manifest 

itself. 

Anthologies for All Reasons: Academe's Entrenchment in 
the Face of Doomspeak 

In the recruiting material for the Teachers for a 

Democratic Culture, Graff and Jay quote Michael Berube on 

the amount of misrepresentation confronting the academy at 

the hands of the popular press, a multitude which also 

could be said to include Bloom and Hirsch because of the 

popular reception of their books. Berube says: 

recent literary theory is so rarely accorded the 
privilege of representing itself in nonacademic 
forums that journalists, disgruntled professors, 
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embittered ex-graduate students, and their 
families and friends now feel entitled to say 
anything at all about the academy without fear 
of contradiction by general readers. The field 
is wide open, and there's no penalty for 
charlatanism (quite the contrary), since few 
general readers are informed enough to spot even 
the grossest forms of misrepresentation and 
fraud. 120 

Berube need not limit the discourse he mentions to 

literary theory, for the contemporary tendency is for the 

academy to respond to the types of Doomspeak practiced and 

promulgated by the popular outlets by limiting response to 

these subjects to publications from academic presses. The 

dialogue that is so necessary for combatting Doomspeak is 

short circuited because the academic commentators do not 

make their responses public; they remain insulated within 

the academy because they are written by academics for 

other academics, and are given forum most frequently by 

specialized academic presses that rarely advertise their 

texts to non-academic audiences. 

The preferred manner of forum for these discussions 

is the anthology of essays focused on single subjects such 

as Literary Theory, Politics and the Canon, the Role of 

Literary Theory as it Relates to Teaching, the Future of 

the Profession, and others. Rarely are these forums open 

for all to participate; many anthologies contract eminent 

120 Graff and Jay 1. 



183 

"authorities" from the ranks of nationwide faculty in an 

effort to obtain the "best" that can be said about 

specific subjects. Unfortunately, eminence cannot always 

be equated with quality prose, or even a creditable ethos 

underpinning that prose. The tactics of the anthologists 

seems to be an attempt to create credibility for their 

anthologies by having notable people within the profession 

lend their attention to a particular issue at hand. This 

is why, for example, stanley Fish contributes an essay 

entitled "The Common Touch, or One Size Fits All" to the 

anthology The Politics of Liberal Education. 121 Fish has 

much credibility among most of his peers as a scholar, but 

does this make him a credible voice in the discussion of 

multiculturalism and diversity, particularly when he has 

revealed such conservative viewpoints in other works such 

as "No Bias, No Merit" and has railed against equalization 

mechanisms within the profession in other published works? 

Take, for example, Fish's stand on the proposed expansion 

and equalization of the canon: 

No doubt this celebration of the common is 
intended to be reassuring, but to these ears at 
least, phrases like "collective culture" and 
"common curriculum" have a disconcerting sound, 
for they suggest the imposing of special and 
indeed uncommon standards on the very persons 

121 Fish's affiliation with Duke no doubt has some bearing on 
his inclusion, particularly because the text is published by Duke 
University Press. 
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whose commonness is supposedly being affirmed 
. . . • how [can we] reconcile the exercise of 
authority with the very values--freedom, 
tolerance, diversity--supposedly protected by 
this authority. 122 

Here, Fish is manifesting a decidedly conservative 

perspective, particularly in applying a questionable cast 

to the notions of "collective cultures" and "common 

curriculum." Perhaps Fish may be applying the thought to 

literally, for neither term necessarily requires a common 

content, although common content is admittedly one way of 

achieving these desires. He seems, at least from this 

particular quotation, to be most concerned with the 

political aspects of such choices. His stated desire is 

to puzzle out means of reconciling the two paradoxes 

mentioned in the last line. His attempts at this 

reconciliation call into question the ideas of, among 

others, Gerald Graff: 

cain and Graff want us to abandon this form of 
academic gentility and put conflict at the 
center of the curriculum. But if conflict is 
made into a structural principle, its very 
nature is domesticated; rather than being the 
manifestation of difference, conflict becomes 
the theater in which difference is displayed and 
stage-managed. Once a line is drawn around 
difference, it ceases to be what it is. . • . by 
making difference into a new "common" ground 
Cain and Graff succeed only in evading the 
lesson of its irreducibility. strange as it may 

122 stanley Fish, "The Common Touch, or, One Size Fits All," 
The Politics of Liberal Education, ed. Darryl J. Gless and 
Barbara Herrnstein smith (Durham: Duke UP, 1992) 244-45. 
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seem, the effect of bringing difference into the 
spotlight front and center is to obscure its 
operation, to hide the fact that the perspective 
from which one thinks to spy is itself 
challengeable{ partisan, conflictual, 
differential. 23 

What Fish does not seem to address in this passage is 

the fact that Graff's position on "teaching the conflicts" 

is merely as a means of providing direction for the 

aimlessness that still characterizes education after 

decades of fallout from the elective approach to 

curriculum. In response to Fish's perspective, we might 

apply the following from Graff: 

Educational fundamentalists seem to me right in 
arguing that the cafeteria-counter curriculum 
has become so incoherent that for most students 
it is a downright obstacle to learning. But the 
only alternative the fundamentalists envisage is 
for everyone to agree on a common curricular 
content, a content that they • . . will be happy 
to prescribe. If you ask the fundamentalists 
why we should choose their version of curricular 
coherence over competing versions, they reply 
that theirs is not one "version" among others, 
but an embodiment of universal values, 
transcending mere "special interests." ••. [I] 
concede to • • • [the] view that the curriculum 
is badly in need of coherence, but • . . [I] 
reject . . • [the fundamentalist] prescription 
for supplying that coherence. 124 

This excerpt considers several viewpoints that Fish's 

comments appear to avoid. First, Graff's position seems 

123 Fish, "The Common Touch" 247-48. 

124 Gerald Graff, "Teach the Conflicts," The Politics of 
Liberal Education, ed. Darryl J. Gless and Barbara Herrnstein 
smith (Durham: Duke UP, 1992) 59. 
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to point up to much more agreement among the conflicting 

parties than Fish, for Graff states several points that 

both sides might potentially agree upon, e.g. the 

incoherence of the contemporary curriculum and a mutual 

desire to solve the problem. However, Graff, like Fish, 

does slip to the position of denigrating his opposition, 

particularly with the term "fundamentalist" which carries 

an obvious pejorative cast to it when applied to ideology. 

The point to be made from these discussions is simply 

this: Doomspeak has infested the most popular contemporary 

form of academic publishing by finding its way into 

anthologies. Although the notion of comment and response 

amidst the pages of anthologies is a viable means of 

giving flesh to ideological conflict, the disagreements 

are acquiring too much of a political cast as one side 

attempts to gain some measure of respect over the other. 

Graff is quite right in his observation that the 

conservative faction will base its decisions of 

commonality upon whatever traditions seem to be most 

influential, but to denigrate this position by associating 

it with fundamentalism only fuels the conflict, and, in a 

sense, makes it more incoherent because it elicits 

response such as that of Fish, who is a high-profile 

scholar with a built in professional ethos that 

legitimizes his claims to a degree. 



187 

The point here, I think, is that Fish and Graff have 

a right to express what they want to, but a profession 

that values the concept of a discourse or interpretive 

community as much as college teaching purports ought to 

value contributions from all who work within it. 

Unfortunately, Fish, and many like him, are in demand as 

contributors to anthologies on various topics of interest 

to academics, and such a prioritization helps foster 

another form of Doomspeak. 

This type of Doomspeak is manifested in two ways. 

First, by promoting the anthological approach to giving 

forum to various issues confronting academia, the academy 

closes off all but the most notable of its members from 

participating in the forum. This reinforces a class 

system that leads to the disgruntlement and embitterment 

that Berube spoke of earlier. The "doom" here is the 

notion that only the very best have anything to offer 

discussions of the conflict, and although consumption of 

these discussions is permissible, the amount of input that 

can come from sources outside the "heavy hitters" is 
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severely limited. 125 Response is not doomed, but public 

displays of that response are certainly limited. 

Second, and more pressing, is the fact that 

publication by academic presses does nothing to address 

the comment by Berube about the lack of public forum for 

defenses of education, literary theory, or any other such 

subjects of academic critique. As noted, these presses 

seldom advertise their offerings outside of academic 

pUblications or conferences, which "dooms" wide public 

contact with the materials. And, sadly, the public's 

criticism of academic prose is still largely true; much of 

what is written on the issues is elevated, self-

referential, and too specialized to offer much to a wider 

audience than one's academic peers. 

The actions seem to suggest that the academy does not 

want what Berube seems to be calling for, preferring 

instead to remain insulated in the cocoon of academic 

presses, writing for specialized audiences of peers, and 

perpetuating the same type of Doomspeak that excludes vast 

segments of its audience. The methods that characterize 

the Doomspeak coming from outlets outside of the academy 

125 The amount of these discussions that many segments of the 
audience are allowed to consume is also limited these days. 
Prices of books published by academic presses are fast becoming 
out of the reach of graduate students, associate faculty, and 
even many professors. 
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seem to have found their way in, and academic Doomspeak 

now fosters the same type of in fighting and back-biting 

that create the socio-political circumstances described in 

chapter four. The use of authorities is more apparent; 

for credibility is often associated with volume of 

pUblication and high-profile presence at national 

conferences. In the realm of the academy, Doomspeak is 

provided with one important twist: not everyone can be a 

published authority or a critic, and publication or being 

heard at national conferences is the ticket for gaining 

credibility. This twist leads to a hierarchy among the 

members of the academy, which is a sort of dooming because 

of the aforementioned tickets to academic success. As 

many academics stuck at certain levels will tell the 

public, without publications and presentations 

professional advancement, and possibly being more credible 

within the profession is difficult. The academy produces 

the most subtle forms of Doomspeak, primarily because the 

doom is not always spoken, but it is present nonetheless, 

and definitely is a force to be reckoned with because it 

manifests the extent to which Doomspeak has become a 

viable form of discourse. It has gone from shouting to 

whispering, and that is frightening, for it has managed to 

infect even the supposedly more critical academic 

audiences who are telling the public in various ways that 
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they, as educators, know the most about what is troubling 

the schools and universities. 



191 

CHAPTER VII 

Where Do the Conflicts Go From Here?: 
Some MediCtlations on the Doomspeak Cycle 

The image that has stayed with me throughout these 

discussions is the picture on the cover of the paperback 

edition of Page smith's Killing the Spirit. The cover 

depicts skeletal figures in academic costume surrounding 

another skeleton that lies upon a collection of books. In 

the foreground, one of the skeletons removes the skeleton 

of an infant from between the legs of the reclining 

skeleton; on the "infant's" head is a mortarboard. 

The picture can be interpreted any number of ways, 

but for me it represented the cyclical nature of Doomspeak 

and its rhetoric. The skeletons come to represent all the 

different areas where Doomspeak has manifested itself; the 

academic garb reinforces the notion that the discourse 

begins and continues in the schools; the skeletal infant 

manifests the metaphor of the sins of the fathers, for it 

too is born with no flesh, which is the unifying 

characteristic of the other figures in the painting. 

Perhaps the infant is the continuation of the "infection." 

The whole message that has been weighing heavy on me 

as I have wrestled with the concepts in this piece is that 

the situation need not be this way. Gerald Graff 
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admonishes us to teach these conflicts in our courses, and 

his advice seems viable: 

In recent writings, I have been proposing a 
solution to these conflicts that I think is both 
practical and democratic: teach them. My 
argument is that the most educationally 
effective way to deal with the present conflicts 
over education and culture is to teach the 
conflicts themselves. And not just teach the 
conflicts in separate classrooms, but structure 
them into the curriculum, using them to give the 
curriculum the coherence that it badly 
lacks. 126 

Graff's suggestion here is a vital idea in an age 

where, as we have seen, the rhetoric of Doomspeak has so 

much sway in such a variety of areas. The discourse and 

its accompanying rhetorical techniques are worthy of study 

if for no other reason than identifying them leads to a 

greater sense of awareness of their existence and 

influence. 

Implicit in Graff's suggestion is the hint of a 

necessity for confrontation of these conflicts, and it 

seems as though confronting the issues means joining in 

the discussions. This is a big step, particularly when we 

consider that the highest form of Doomspeak, which 

emanates from within the academy, already helps to 

establish a hierarchy within the profession. This 

hierarchy prioritizes not only what is said, but also who 

126 Graff, "Teach the Conflicts" 57. 
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has the most credibility in saying it, and this set of 

priorities presents a unique obstacle for a teacher 

wishing to engage these conflicts within the classroom. 

Part of the answer, it seems, lies in the notion of 

empowering the students and prioritizing their responses 

as viable contributions to understanding the conflicts. 

As Jim cummins tells us, the basis for this empowerment 

lies in "a teacher-student relationship that requires 

reciprocal interaction between teachers and students and 

active use of written and oral language by students for 

the exploration and development of critical and creative 

thinking skills. ,,127 The process cannot stop here, for 

the teacher must also be included in the discussion; to 

exclude the teacher constitutes a type of dooming, and it 

is generally safe to say that teachers are much like the 

students. The contributions of teachers to the discussion 

often go unheard because of the size of the profession. 

Understanding the parameters and extensions of 

Doomspeak is crucial in an era where so much negativity 

surrounds teaching and teachers. The cover of Smith's 

book is a vivid example of the same coalescence achieved 

by Allan Bloom, whose The Closing of the American Mind 

127 Jim Cummins, "The Sanitized Curriculum: Educational 
Disempowerment in a Nation at Risk," Richness in Writing: 
Empowering ESL Students, ed. Donna M. Johnson and Duane H. Roen, 
(New York: Longman, 1989) 21. 
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focuses the negative views upon students and teachers 

alike. The irony here is that smith writes Killing the 

spirit as a piece that seeks to laud seemingly lost 

virtues of teaching, focusing mainly on arguing that 

research should not be as valuable as it is now. Such a 

focus and message is similar to that of Allan Bloom in The 

closing of the American Mind, which served notice about 

the size and scope of the profession and the detrimental 

effects of such variety. These particular messages, 

unfortunately, can be lost upon the audience because of 

the rhetorical choices the various authors make. The 

profession and those attacking it need to take a more 

clinical look at the way the conflicts are played out. 

The rhetorical atmosphere surrounding curricular and 

institutional critique at present seems to succeed only in 

promoting the conflicts under consideration, and there are 

precious few attempts at empowering even the members of 

the professoriate, let alone the students in the 

classrooms and departments where such conflicts abound. 

It can be said that Doomspeak is a paradox, for it is 

at once successful and unsuccessful. What else can be 

said of a discourse pattern that succeeds in creating a 

credible ethos by using rhetorical tricks to compromise an 

opponent's ethos? The patterns are self-replicating, for 

the rhetorical techniques of Doomspeak seem to emanate 
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from the actions of the media, and then affect the more 

credible popular extensions of the media, magazines and 

newspapers. These extensions lead the attack and do much 

damage to the ethos of education. The conflict is fueled 

by the professoriate's attempts to reclaim some of that 

previously damaged ethos, but the manner in which they go 

about this reclamation project simply replicates the same 

tricks that compromise the rhetorical techniques of the 

media attacks. 

The ultimate irony is simply this, Doomspeak is 

successful in maintaining a semblance of a status quo, 

although this status quo is not quite what education 

needs. In seeking change, Doomspeak has brought upon 

change; new ideas, issues, and critiques are being voiced 

almost daily inside and outside the teaching profession. 

What has not changed are the hierarchies within the 

profession, the mis-connections between academic and 

popular forums of discussion of these conflicts, and, as 

noted, the rhetorical techniques that characterize 

Doomspeak. The ethos of the profession, in being 

reclaimed, still has a black eye. 
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Ways Around the Conflicts: 
Teaching the Choices 

A blackened professional ethos, however, need not be 

an obstacle to using Doomspeak and its various forums as a 

vibrant focus of classroom study. One point that seems to 

characterize all the discussions of educational reform is, 

in fact, the conflictual nature of the dialogue, and this 

particular characteristic is what I suspect Graff is 

encouraging teachers to exploit when he suggests that we 

"teach the conflicts." He provides a fine starting point 

for forming such curricula, pointing out to us that: 

Of course, to advocate teaching the conflicts is 
to go against one of the sacred taboos of 
pedagogy, which is that students should be 
exposed to the results of their elder's 
conflicts, but not the conflicts themselves. In 
this respect, the university is rather like a 
family in which the parents hide their conflicts 
from the children. The analogy may be 
uncomfortably paternalistic, but so are the 
infantilizing effects of the conflict evasion 
that I am describing. students have a way of 
sensing the battles being hidden from them--they 
are not ignorant of what is going on--but what 
they do not get is the opportunity to become 
active, informed participants in those battles 
rather than passive objects of them. 128 

This position is a very valid one, and it embodies 

two characteristics that are crucial in allowing people to 

accept Doomspeak with the pound of salt that its 

methodologies dictate. Students, and the general public, 

128 Graff, "Teach the Conflicts," 61. 
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have been slowly seduced into lethargy by contact with the 

media, which, as discussions here have pointed out, has 

rendered critical thinking skills quite unpolished because 

of the accessibility of information and the ease by which 

people accept what they encounter as credible simply 

because it is published. As a culture, our standards for 

credibility, and ultimately adoption of viewpoints, are 

too often based upon non-critical acceptance of only part 

of the rhetorical situation. For example, one of the most 

significant factors underpinning the popularity of Dinesh 

D'Souza's Illiberal Education was the publication of one 

chapter in The Atlantic Monthly, which is know to be a 

popular periodical among the conservative faction of the 

reading public. This individual chapter capitalized on 

already existing reports concerning the goings-on at Duke 

University, where Stanley Fish was making a name for 

himself by applying a "free agent" approach to faculty 

hiring. Duke's hiring practices, and Fish, thus became 

public record, and because D'Souza's article and 

subsequent book chapter offered a closer look at what went 

on at Duke, the book Illiberal Education was eagerly 

awaited because of its promise to offer scrutiny of other 

campuses and situations. 

This discussion reinforces the active notion of 

choice among those who attempt to market texts, and 
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perhaps the same approach needs to be applied to Doomspeak 

and the conflicts that Graff exhorts us to teach. The 

world of academic debate is based upon the metaphorical 

"buying and selling" of theoretical approaches to 

interpretation, research, and, of course, teaching. What 

this "commercial" approach to scholarship and its 

dissemination means for our students is that, perhaps, an 

education focused on exploring how the choices made by 

writers, salespeople, theorists, publishers, and, of 

course, Doomspeakers can influence the way the students 

perceive and make such choices. 

such an approach most definitely requires a 

rhetorical orientation, for Aristotle and other classical 

theorists constantly remind the teacher that rhetoric is 

based upon a conscious set of choices, whether we are 

merely determining the available means of persuasion or 

constructing encomia as mental exercises. A logical 

approach to Doomspeak in the classroom, then, might take 

advantage of the many examples of responsive writing that 

attempt to put the facts straight in the face of 

accusation. structured much like "point-counterpoint," 

the responses illuminate the effects of rhetorical choices 

upon the position of others, and also reveal the 

rhetorical choices that influence how an individual under 

attack attempts to reclaim credibility or "save face." 
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For example, Graywolf Press has recently published a text 

entitled Beyond pc: Toward a Politics of Understanding. 

Among its many reprints are four selections that attempt 

to account for "What Happened at Harvard, SUNY, Duke" and 

to a course at the University of Texas ("What Happened to 

English 306"). Anyone of these articles, when taken in 

conjunction with the article or material that initiated 

existing questions or bad press, will facilitate not only 

teaching an awareness of the conflicts, but also the 

rhetorical choices that exacerbate the conflicts in the 

first place. For example, Linda Brodkey and Shelli 

Fowler, who attempt to account for the goings-on in U.T. 

Austin's Composition program, discuss their own choices in 

light of the choices of others: 

On college campuses today, PC is a shibboleth 
for flushing out advocates of multicultural 
education. This is exactly what opponents of 
the course at Austin attempted to do, and, with 
a little help from the media, they were 
successful. "Good Riddance," a recent editorial 
in the Houston Chronicle crowing over the 
resignation of the committee, claims we were 
part of a "new Mccarthyism" and a "new fascism 
of the left,,129 

The article lists several other "causes" of the 

backlash against the proposed course and the curriculum, 

most of them emanating from high-profile sources in the 

129 Linda Brodkey and Shelli Fowler, "What Happened to 
English 306," Beyond PC: Toward a Politics of Understanding, ed. 
Patricia Aufderheide (st. Paul: Graywolf Press, 1992) 115. 
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popular media such as George Will. An analysis of these 

sources, and the effects of the writer's rhetorical 

choices, can provide the student with a model of the 

atmosphere permeating the university and the public 

consciousness. The effects of the choices made by the 

rhetoricians of the media have far-reaching ramifications 

when the media offers critique of areas like education, 

and such choices are, as I have discussed earlier, severe 

hindrances to the construction and maintenance of a 

credible character or ethos. Whether an individual or 

institution is maligned, the effect is the same; conflicts 

arise and actual dialogue is lost as accountability, 

rather than articulation, becomes the primary concern of 

the rhetoric that responds to accusatory rhetoric 

emanating from popular sources. 

Earlier in this chapter, I mentioned the concept of 

empowerment, which Jim cummins sees as a crucial part of 

the effective classroom. We might say the same thing of 

Graff, for his exhortation about teaching the conflicts is 

based primarily upon the acknowledgement of their 

existence. Academia does not have to hide its differences 

of opinion; it is a profession that is nourished by such 

differences. Acknowledging the conflicts is the first 

step in giving the students some measure of power, for it 

allows them to see the conflicting forces that have, and 
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will continue to, shape their education. By addressing 

the rhetorical choices that fuel these conflicts and 

debates, students are given a means of participating in 

those discussions. At the very least, students can 

interact with the documents and ideologies that buffet 

their consciousness and contribute to shaping the changes 

that are inevitable in education. A focus on the 

conflicts and choices ensures that models of discourse and 

ideology will be at the forefront in the classroom, and by 

engaging how others create and work through differences, 

students contact encounter strategies that will not only 

foster critical thinking, but also allow for more active 

participation in the dialogue once they become practiced 

in the methodologies. 

Graff spoke earlier of using the conflicts as a means 

of achieving coherence in a disorderly curricula. I 

submit that we also need to bring a measure of coherence 

to the debates that shape education today. By examining 

the choices that underpin the conflicts, we may not only 

elicit a sense of rhetorical and critical consciousness 

among our students, but also among ourselves. Perhaps, by 

examining what it is that we as a profession do, we may 

find a way to achieve both coherence of discussion and 

solidarity of vision. 
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