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ABSTRACT 

In 1990, Linda Brodkey designed "Writing about Difference," a sophisticated 

first-year composition course at the University of Texas at Austin, where she served as 

director of lower-division English. The topic of the course was difference, and several of 

Brodkey's colleagues, inside and outside the English department, publicly criticized the 

course. Before long the local press and national publications, including the Washington 

Post and the New York Times, had picked up the story. 

The controversy was a defining moment for composition studies, characterized by 

a collision of competing discourses regarding the identity, authority, and ethos of 

composition studies and compositionists. This dissertation locates the controversy at the 

moment in the field's history when composition studies had achieved the status of a 

serious discipline, yet was increasingly vulnerable to media attacks. In analyzing the 

discourses associated with the controversy, this study argues that a pragmatic perspective 

might have empowered Brodkey to alter the dynamics of her situation. Moreover, it 

establishes that the discourses of the Writing about Difference moment resonate with the 

discourses circulating in composition studies today, suggesting that today's 

compositionists might similarly engage a pragmatic approach in order to create 

compromise and change when faced with seemingly irreconcilable discourses about their 

role and the nature of their work. 

Chapter I grounds the controversy historically by discussing the intellectual and 

cultural trends that led up to the Writing About Difference moment. Chapter II 

introduces pragmatism as an approach that can help composition studies to alleviate some 
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of its problems with identity, authority, and ethos. Chapter III presents a narrative of the 

controversy, a description of Brodkey's syllabus, and an analysis of the ideological 

assumptions underpinning the discourse of her critics. Chapter IV examines Brodkey's 

response to the assault on her identity, authority, and ethos and explores how a response 

grounded in pragmatism might have altered the dynamics of the situation to produce 

more favorable outcomes. Chapter V explores how pragmatism can empower teachers of 

first-year composition to become activist intellectuals who honor their own desires for 

innovation while simultaneously honoring the expectations of the "others" who constitute 

their local contexts. 
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Introduction 

When I began graduate school, my interests quickly gravitated toward issues of 

identity and authority. Like many rhetoricians and compositionists, my undergraduate 

training was in literature, and so switching over to rhetoric and composition meant (at 

least to an extent) learning new ways of thinking and new ways of using language. My 

initial interest in identity and authority isn't surprising, since as a student new to the study 

of rhetoric and composition, I was eager to understand what my chosen field was all 

about and how I might ultimately learn to work effectively within it. What is a little 

surprising (to me, at least) is that as I have progressed toward my degree, my interest in 

these matters has remained constant. I can look back to all the seminar papers I wrote, to 

my comprehensive exams, and to my formal and informal conversations with others in 

the field—and the common thread I see is not just an interest but a preoccupation with 

who we are as compositionists, what our purpose is as teachers and as scholars, and the 

extent to which we have established authority and ethos as teachers and scholars of 

writing. 

At some point early on in graduate school, I began to wonder why so many people 

both inside and outside of the academy believe that all I do as a college composition 

instructor is teach grammar, literature appreciation, and the five-paragraph essay. It 

puzzled me that while I was being steeped in the complexities of composition research 

and teaching, non-academics and even academics in other disciplines seemed to know so 

little about the intellectual work actually involved in teaching college composition. I do 

not mean to imply that I have ever expected others to display as full an understanding of 



composition studies as compositionists do themselves; however, it was as if there was not 

just a small gap but a gaping chasm separating their perceptions and my own. Perhaps 

most troubling was that when asked to explain my work to others, 1 sounded as though I 

were speaking with marbles in my mouth. So much for using language to create positive 

social change, I remember thinking. 

I suspect that my efforts to explain the field and my work in it probably did not 

sound as awkward and incoherent to others as they did to me; however, I also suspect that 

my explanations made very little headway in disrupting the prevailing conceptions in 

others' minds about what it means to teach college composition. In other words, I fear 

that as soon as these conversations ended, the people I had been talking with reverted to 

their original perceptions of composition teaching; appreciation of canonical literature, 

remediation in grammar, and the teaching of the five-paragraph essay. 

As I progressed in my graduate work, I had what I think might be accurately (if 

metaphorically) labeled a crisis of faith. The fact that I would gravitate towards a 

religious metaphor to describe this moment is of course significant, but it is beyond the 

scope of this dissertation to explore that significance here. Suffice it to say that the crisis 

to which I refer involved a growing awareness of my own uncomfortable and growing 

doubts about the place or function of my discipline, both in the academy and in the 

broader society. Contributing to these feelings were some of the conversations taking 

place within composition studies, which I found to be just as distressing and confusing 

(although for different reasons) as the representations of composition that were filtering 

in from outside. 
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Several years ago, I attended a seminar discussion that helped me begin to 

articulate the nature of my doubts and confusion about the field of rhetoric and 

composition and my place in it. On this particular occasion, a fellow graduate student in 

my program argued that teaching first-year composition amounts to doing violence to our 

students. Christine' insisted that teaching students to use dominant academic discourse 

robs them of agency, identity, and voice. Thus, compositionists unwittingly harm their 

students by teaching them to write using the privileged conventions of language and 

thought valued in various majors and disciplines. 

Although I had heard versions of this argument before^, I found it upsetting to 

hear another graduate student speak with such conviction about how she and other 

composition teachers were inadvertently oppressing their students. Knowing Christine 

and respecting her approaches to teaching lent this moment a strange, contradictory 

quality. It was surprising and disheartening to hear someone so bright, conscientious, and 

talented speak so disparagingly of compositionists' work. Her point of view was 

particularly perplexing because she simultaneously seemed to be enthusiastic about the 

field; indeed, I had heard Christine claim on more than one occasion that what makes our 

work as compositionists so important and positive is that we are teaching students to use 

language reflectively and to understand the way in which language, knowledge, and 

power interact. Christine's exuberance struck me as being in conflict with her negative 

assessment of our work with these same students. How could she be committed to her 

' The name of this graduate student has been changed to protect privacy. 
' For example, in The Violence of Literacy, Elspeth Stuckey argues that those in power have created 
literacy standards that are designed to perpetuate the divisions between haves and have nots in America. 
Because we are purveyors of literacy, she insists that those of us working in rhetoric and composition 
contribute to social injustice, whether we realize it or not. 
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degree and to the field, I wondered, if at the same time she had such grave misgivings 

about the ethics of her work with first-year students? 

As I progressed toward the PhD, I found myself remembering on a regular 

basis—and with disquiet—the moment I have described with Christine in that seminar 

discussion. Looking back, I can see that the reason this one incident stayed near the 

surface of my thoughts is because in it I recognized so many conversations circulating all 

around me—in the hallways, in the office, in seminar discussions, at conferences, and in 

our professional journals. I began to wonder if compositionists who seem in the very 

same breath to praise and then devalue their work actually have something invested in 

that ambivalence, as strange and unlikely as that might seem. Turning over in my mind 

the conversations I had been listening to for so long, I realized that it was almost as 

though people like Christine were reading lines from a hidden but nevertheless well-worn 

and oddly comforting script. 

The invisible script that I am describing echoes a point Michel Foucault makes in 

the "Discourse on Language." In his discussion of the "internal rules of discourse," 

Foucault asserts that "there is barely a society without its major narratives, told, retold 

and varied; formulae, texts, ritualised texts to be spoken in well-defined circumstances; 

things said once, and conserved because people suspect some hidden secret or wealth lies 

buried within" ("Discourse on Language" 220). Foucault distinguishes between 

discourse uttered on a daily basis, which disappears as soon as it has been uttered, and 

discourse that lingers or permanently circulates, once uttered, because it repeats itself in 

various forms (220). In the latter type of discourse, "[t]he novelty lies no longer in what 
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is said, but in its reappearance" (221). Applying Foucault's ideas to Christine's 

discourse, I contend that her remarks do not fit into the category of ephemeral discourse, 

but are instead part of a much larger master narrative circulating in composition studies. 

In "Writing Instruction and the Politics of Professionalization," John Trimbur addresses 

this same issue, particularizing his remarks to composition studies. He writes, "[T]he 

story we tell ourselves about the low status of our field seems [. . .] to follow a 

predictable and unified pattern, a master narrative that recounts the tragic fall of rhetoric 

from its preeminent position in the oratorical culture of the 19"^-century college to its 

current unpretentious position as a service function in the multiversity" (133). My sense 

that Christine seemed to take an almost perverse satisfaction in making such an unsettling 

argument resonates with Foucault's and Trimbur's implication that a certain sort of 

pleasure is derived—or need fulfilled—from the reiteration of master narratives, even 

when they describe or name a negative circumstance, event, or state of affairs. 

Also underpinning Christine's remarks was a profound ambivalence about the 

legitimacy, value, and ethics of the work we do as teachers of college wrifing. This 

ambivalence, I am convinced, is shared by many teacher-scholars working in 

composition studies and is rooted in complex and inter-connected issues of identity, 

authority, and ethos. It is commonplace for many of us to strive to obtain our PhDs and 

to further our academic careers—even as we argue, directly or indirectly, against the 

worth of that work. My claim finds support in the words of Marshall Gregory, who 

rather alarmingly describes English studies as being "a free-fall zone of disciplinary 

confusion" (42). He writes. 



English professionals tend to talk [. . .] out of both sides of their mouths at 

once. Postmodernists with strong political and social agendas, for 

example, talk confidently about opposing oppression [....] But out of the 

other side of our professional mouths, English professionals talk a 

language of self-doubt that sometimes borders on self-loathing, the general 

cause of which seems to be a despairing sense of social uselessness and 

disjunction. (43) 

Although Gregory is writing from the perspective of literary studies, his ideas are 

worth considering in the context of composition studies. Our field is full of insightful 

articles and books that celebrate the ways in which our work with students is of 

tremendous political and cultural importance (e.g., Brodkey, "Hard Cases" 240; Berlin, 

Rhetorics, Poetics, and Cultures 112-13). But composition also abounds with compelling 

professional literature that reveals frustration with (a) students' conservatism and/or their 

lack of interest in the relationship between language and power (e.g., Bauer 389; Bleich, 

Literacy 167) and (b) the ways in which composition is viewed as a soft discipline or, in 

the words of Susan Miller, as a "bourgeois mother and maid" (136). Seen as a whole 

rather than in isolation, these conflicting perceptions of our field represent a large-scale 

version of the ambivalence I identified in Christine. 

Today, as someone who is near completion of my doctoral degree and who is a 

couple of years into my "first" job, I have as many questions and concerns about these 

matters—and feel as much excitement and anxiety about the profession—as 1 did when 1 

entered the field a decade ago. Despite all the coursework, despite my experiences as a 
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teacher, and despite all my research and writing, I find that I am still struggling to 

understand what it means to be a part of this field. I am still painfully aware of a vast 

gulf separating what others think university composition teaching involves, and the 

complex portrait of the field held by myself and a majority of other compositionists; and I 

still find myself talking with compositionists, including adjunct instructors, term faculty, 

and tenure-track professors, whose feelings about the field range from ambivalence, to 

frustration, to despair. As Sharon Crowley puts it in the preface to Composition in the 

University, I have "an uneasy relation with composition. Teaching composition is a 

rewarding and exciting job. Living with its situation in the university is something else 

altogether" (ix). 

This is why I have written a dissertation about issues concerning the identity, 

authority, and ethos of college and university composition teachers. I am interested in the 

extent to which being public intellectuals (or, a term I find more useful, "activist 

intellectuals") might assist compositionists who, like Linda Brodkey at UT Austin in 

1990, find themselves faced with competing and seemingly irreconcilable discourses 

about writing teachers' identity that make it difficult for them to implement innovative 

first-year composition courses. 

I use a pragmatic lens to examine how compositionists might fashion themselves 

as activist intellectuals. Pragmatism is a useful lens for this project because fundamental 

to this way of seeing is the focus on creating positive social action even in the face of 

constantly changing situations. A pragmatic outlook on our identity and on how we 

define and relate to the public is, I argue, an important tool. It provides one possible 
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means for vulnerable compositionists to exercise greater control over situations in which 

we find our identity, authority, and ethos being attacked by others whose ideologies 

conflict with our own. 

Throughout the dissertation, I use "identity" to refer to the field's and the 

compositionist's sense of self, as well as to the self that others assign to us. "Identity," 

then, refers to the role or function composition teachers are perceived to fulfill from 

different points of view—including the perspective of compositionists, others working in 

the academy, the student body, and the broader public. By "authority" I mean the sense 

of respect that people working in the field command and their degree of influence and 

power in relation to the previously mentioned audiences. "Ethos" is a term I use in a 

manner related to how 1 use "authority": to describe the extent of compositionists' 

credibility, confidence, and expertise as perceived by various audiences. 

The issues I examine have implications for all those who teach and conduct 

research in composition studies, but they are particularly relevant to those who teach or 

are interested in first-year composition. In the chapters that follow, I refer to composition 

studies interchangeably as the "field," the "discipline," "composition," and "rhetoric and 

composition."^ I also rely heavily on the term "compositionist," by which I mean those 

who teach and do research in the area of composition, as opposed to a primary 

professional focus on literature or creative writing (although some compositionists teach 

and research in these areas as well). Many compositionists, myself included, only teach 

^ In "The Long Revolution in Composition," Anne Ruggles Gere suggests that the sheer number of terms 
used to describe composition studies indicates the field's ongoing struggle to establish its identity. She also 
notes that while such terms as "'discipline,' 'mixed discipline,' 'field,' and 'postdiscipline' sometimes 
"function as sites of conflict," they are also "often used interchangeably" (124). 
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required first-year composition, but some also have the opportunity to teach upper-

division or graduate courses. 

In conducting my research, I have been interested to discover that the concerns of 

rhetoricians and compositionists are shared by a number of colleagues working in literary 

studies, notwithstanding that field's historically dominant position in relation to rhetoric 

and composition. (The well-documented assault on the humanities that gained 

momentum in the 1980s and continues today provides a partial explanation of this 

common ground.) Therefore, I draw upon the writing not only of scholars who work in 

rhetoric and composition, but upon the work of colleagues in literary studies as well. 

By providing relevant contextual material showing important trends and defining 

moments for composition studies, I situate the well-publicized controversy sparked in 

1990 by a proposed first-year composition course ("Writing about Difference") designed 

by Linda Brodkey at the University of Texas at Austin. I contend that this controversy is 

emblematic not only of a significant historical moment for composition studies, but that it 

also illustrates and illuminates some of the field's ongoing problems with identity, 

authority, and ethos. The example I provide above of my own, largely unsuccessful 

efforts to change others' perceptions of composition instruction resonates with Brodkey's 

unsuccessful attempt to implement a sophisticated first-year writing course that conflicted 

with others' expectations for literacy instruction.^ Furthermore, my anecdote about 

The ordeal Brodkey faced in 1990 exists today on a literal level as well. In late 2002/early 2003, 
complaints surfaced about a required freshman composition course she designed at UC San Diego, where 
she currently serves as Professor of Literature and Director of the Warren College Writing Program. 
Critics have attempted to establish a direct link between the more recent course and Writing about 
Difference; significantly, their discourse about the UC San Diego course bears a distressing resemblance to 
the discourse of critics 14 years ago. I address this link more fully in chapter 5 of the dissertation. 
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Christine's ambivalence and what it suggests about conflicting discourses about our work 

that circulate within the field today can be viewed as an extension of the competing 

discourses that were in play among compositionists in 1990. 

Throughout the dissertation, 1 conceive of theory, in the words of Terry Eagleton, 

as "a reasonably systematic reflection on [my] guiding assumptions" (2). 1 also view 

theory as a set of consistent, or at least compatible, ideas that help suggest the most 

promising approaches to understanding and developing effective (if contingent) solutions 

to human problems. With this definition of theory in mind, I have fashioned for this 

project a theoretical framework that draws upon the extensive writings associated with 

the American tradition of pragmatism. This tradition is reflected in the thinking of such 

pragmatists as Charles Sanders Peirce, William James, and especially John Dewey, and it 

has been built upon and revitalized by the so-called neopragmatists, represented by such 

figures as Richard Rorty and Stephen Mailloux. The earlier pragmatists relied heavily on 

masculine pronouns; when quoting these men, I have chosen simply to present these 

quotations as they originally appeared, rather than cluttering them with the word "sic." 

My methodology derives from the application of pragmatic ideas, in the sense of a 

"pragmatic outlook," to solving problems in the broadest sense of that word, ranging 

from the most complex to the most mundane of rhetorical situations. 

The notion of a pragmatic outlook for signifying the sense in which I use the word 

"pragmatism" is not original with me^, but as will become clear, it is helpful for capturing 

' Joseph Margolis refers to Hilary Putnam's use of the term "philosophical temperament" as possibly 
linking the classical American pragmatic thinkers (5). Martin Benjamin describes a "pragmatic 
temperamenf in a similar context (xi, 3). Finally, in an even more comprehensive sense, Richard A. 
Posner refers to a "pragmatic mood" (26). 



the spirit and sense of certain fundamental and useful ideas that I will draw upon and that 

now characterize certain ways of thinking in what appears to be a sustained revival of the 

American pragmatic tradition. 

In chapter 1,1 present a brief ideological history of composition studies, tracing 

the changing currents of thought both within and without the field beginning in the 1960s 

and extending to the present. My purpose in this chapter is to reveal the competing 

discourses in composition studies and how they led up to the late 1980s/early 1990s, a 

period during which opposing discourses not only competed but collided. It is this 

collision, I argue, that created the volatile climate out of which the Writing about 

Difference controversy arose. 

In chapter 2,1 lay out pragmatism as the theoretical and methodological 

framework for this project. I briefly review the origins of American pragmatism and then 

move into a discussion of its decline and its relatively recent revival. Finally, I discuss 

the "pragmatic outlook" as a concept that assists in organizing and interpreting 

experience in a maimer that encourages action as well as reflection. 

In chapters 3 and 4,1 go into depth exploring the Writing about Difference 

controversy as a defining moment for the field. In chapter 3,1 construct a narrative of the 

controversy in order to further situate readers (a process begun in chapter 1 with the 

ideological history of composition studies). I examine in particular the ideologies 

underpirming the discourse of those who criticized the proposed course and the way in 

which they represent an assault on Brodkey's (and by extension, other compositionists') 

identity, authority and ethos. Finally, I provide a detailed description of the Writing 
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about Difference syllabus, suggesting the ways in which its design could be usefully 

shown to arise not only out of poststructural theory (as Brodkey has argued it did), but 

out of a pragmatic sensibility or outlook as well. 

In chapter 4,1 examine some of the ways in which Brodkey responded to the 

assault on her identity, authority, and ethos during the controversy. I examine in 

particular how her identity as a poststructuralist intellectual influenced her response, and 

I examine the gains and losses of her responses to critics by drawing on Craig R. Smith 

and Scott Lybarger's simultaneously postmodern and pragmatic approach to situation 

theory. Ultimately, I demonstrate that a pragmatic approach would have been especially 

useful as a means of navigating within a crisis like the one sparked by Brodkey's first-

year composition course. Throughout the chapter I explore what a pragmatic response to 

the controversy might have looked like and what its consequences might have been. 

Finally, in chapter 5,1 explore possible relationships between pragmatism and 

composition studies today, arguing that the discourses that gave rise to the controversy in 

1990 are to a great extent the discourses with which we live in 2004. A few scholars 

working in the field, such as Russel K. Durst, have already begun the conversation on 

how pragmatism might usefully be revived in the context of composition studies. I 

discuss his formulation and then extend the conversation by exploring how a pragmatic 

outlook shows promise for enabling interested compositionists to reach out to the public, 

not as "public intellectuals" per se, but as what, borrowing Christian Weisser's term, I 

prefer to call "activist intellectuals," who reach out not to a homogenous and therefore 

largely imaginary "public," but to smaller, more localized publics. 
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Chapter One: A Brief Ideological History of Composition Studies Leading up 

to the "Writing about Difference" Controversy 

I believe that any meaningful discussion must first account for the intellectual and 

cultural conditions that precede it. Therefore, in this chapter I provide a brief ideological 

history of some of the major movements and trends both inside and outside composition 

studies that led up to the "Writing about Difference" controversy of 1990. When 

describing these movements and trends, I do not mean to imply that their proponents or 

affiliates form a homogenous group. It is beyond the scope of this chapter or this project 

to identify and examine all the distinct sub-groups within the complex shifts I discuss, so 

my discussion is by necessity somewhat reductive, and intended simply to situate the 

Writing about Difference moment within its larger context. 

I have chosen to map the brief history that follows more or less by decade; 

however, I do so not because I wish to imply that composition studies has progressed in a 

linear maimer; rather, I view decades as convenient constructs that help provide shape to 

complex cultural and academic shifts. It is also worth noting that I have drawn from the 

work of composition scholars whose accounts of our discipline both reinforce and 

contradict each other. 

In presenting the intellectual trends in the field, I address the following inter

related questions: Within the given framework (e.g., expressivism), what was the identity 

of the composition teacher? What was the perceived role of the student? What were the 

perceived goals of college composition instruction? What assumptions were made about 

the relationship between language, reality, and knowledge? What were the gains and 



losses (i.e., the consequences) of adopting a particular framework? (This question is 

particularly resonant with the pragmatic outlook established in the following chapter.) 

The chapter culminates in a juxtaposition of the competing ideologies and discourses that 

were in play during the late 1980s and early 1990s. 

The 1960s and 1970s: Expressivism and Cognitivism as Challenges to Current-

Traditionalism 

I begin this history in the mid-1960s, which is when the "writing-as-process" 

movement began to gain momentum, and which is when I consider composition studies 

to have become a discipline. Of course, locating a precise start date for composition 

studies is a matter of interpretation rather than fact. Sharon Crowley, for example, 

suggests that composition did not gain disciplinary status until "around 1971," when she 

claims the process movement became firmly established in our scholarly discourse and 

our collective imagination, if not in our actual teaching (187). But Lester Faigley offers a 

different perspective. He argues that "A significant scholarly discourse in composition 

studies seemingly came out of nowhere in the 1960s, and that discourse has been 

enlarging and dividing into increasingly specialized subdiscourses ever since" (16). Like 

Faigley, I consider the mid-1960s to serve as a useful "point of embarkment" (13)\ 

because it was during this period that efforts to challenge the current-traditional paradigm 

began to take shape, culminating in the two significant strands of the process movement: 

expressivism and cognitivism. 

' Drawing on John Schilb's "Composition and Poststructuralism: A Tale of Two Conferences," Faigley 
mentions 1963 as a viable start date (Faigley 13). 
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During the 1960s, many teachers of college writing were becoming increasingly 

frustrated with what has come to be called "current-traditionalism" or "current traditional 

rhetoric." Like Sharon Crowley, I consider it inaccurate to attach the word "rhetoric" to 

"current-traditional." Crowley explains that "[CJurrent-traditional rhetoric is not a 

rhetoric at all. Current-traditional textbooks display no interest in suiting discourses to 

the occasions for which they are composed. Rather, they collapse every composing 

occasion into an ideal in which authors, readers, and messages are alike undistinguished" 

(94-5). This meant that compositions were written with no attention to the particulars or 

the complexities of situation; there was no sense of audience or purpose (beyond writing 

to the teacher for the purpose of earning a good grade). 

At the most basic level, current-traditionalism is associated with the valuing of 

"product" over "process."^ The goal put forth by this approach was for students to learn 

to identify and correct surface-level errors (i.e., grammar, spelling, and punctuation) and 

to leam to produce five-paragraph essays made up of the following elements: an 

introduction, three body paragraphs, and a conclusion. Writing was divided into the so-

called modes of discourse, which included narration, description, exposition, and 

argument. Within the current-traditional paradigm, writing merely gave shape to pre

existing thoughts; there was no recognition that language itself actually shapes and gives 

rise to ideas. As Christian Weisser notes, under this paradigm of instruction, the teacher 

was seen as the "master" (15) or the "depositor of knowledge" (8). The student, 

perceived as both passive and deficient, occupied the other half of the binary, an absorber 

^ The expression, "teach the process, not the product," alludes to Donald Murray's famous essay titled 
"Teach Writing as a Process not Product," which originally appeared in The Leaflet in 1972. 
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of knowledge whose task was to emulate the teacher's examples of good writing so as to 

be able to create an error-free and predictable product (14-15). Current-traditionalism 

was prescriptive in nature and therefore rested on a host of modernist assumptions, 

including the belief that thought precedes language and that there exists a fixed, objective 

reality somewhere outside of lived experience (Berlin, "Contemporary Composition" 

238). 

It is not surprising that the 1960s would mark the first sustained effort to conceive 

of writing instruction in less rigid and decontextualized ways than were afforded by 

current-traditionalism. The political upheavals of this decade—including John F. 

Kennedy's election to office in 1960 and assassination in 1963, the ongoing Cold War, 

the May 1968 student revolution in Paris, and the Vietnam War—signaled to many that 

complacency and business-as-usual were no longer tenable. Conditions were ripe for 

new approaches to just about everything, and that included the teaching of writing. How 

could current-traditionalism, which essentially saw writing as occurring in a vacuum, be 

viewed as adequate or even relevant in such a rapidly changing and politically-charged 

culture? 

During the 1960s and continuing into the 1970s, changes in the faces or 

demographics of the American student body changed as profoundly as the country's 

political climate. College students could no longer be described as a by-and-large 

homogenous group of white males from the upper-or upper-middle class. Instead, "the 

open admissions policies at many colleges and universities [and] the return to school of 

nontraditional students (many of whom were returning veterans, minorities, and women)" 
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3 • • created profound and lasting changes in higher education generally and composition 

studies particularly (Weisser 9). These dramatic and sweeping changes to the student 

population challenged writing teachers to rethink their previous approaches to writing 

instruction, which suddenly seemed grossly inadequate for meeting the needs of 

heterogeneous student populations (8-9). In general, non-traditional students were "less 

rule-bound and docile than traditional first-year students [...] and asked questions that 

were dissimilar to those asked by students who were enmeshed in traditional education 

systems. [...] A multiplicity of cultural codes, values, and literacies were entering the 

college classroom" (9-10). 

As the 1960s wore on, the writing-as-process movement began to gain in 

popularity as a response to the rigidity and non-responsiveness of the current-traditional 

paradigm. In order to discuss the process movement with any degree of specificity, it is 

necessary to break it down into its two significant and identifiable strands: expressivism 

and cognitivism. Although different in many respects, both of these approaches were 

characterized by their focus on the individual, i.e., the student writer. Specifically, both 

"theories argued for greater attention to the writing that was being produced by students 

and less attention to the consumption of great works of literature" (Weisser 11). And in 

moving in the direction of the "student-centered classroom," they necessarily challenged 

"the foundation of the teacher's authority" (10). Ultimately, however, both expressivism 

and cognitivism were seen by many compositionists as resting on many of the modernist 

^ Drawing on Clark Kerr's The Great Transformation in Higher Education, 1960-1980, Christian Weisser 
notes that "Between 1960-1980, American colleges and universities saw an increase in enrollment of 8.5 
million students. Of these new students, minorities represented 17 percent and women students slightly 
outnumbered male students" (9). 
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assumptions underpinning the current-traditionalism they were intended to dislodge. 

Crowley, for example, notes that while proponents of the process movement "pictured [it] 

as an antidote to current-traditional pedagogy[...] the two pedagogies are not antithetical 

but complementary" (191). While I agree with Crowley that process approaches shared 

certain characteristics of current-traditionalism, I also think that they did depart from it in 

some important ways. I will say more about this as I describe what I consider to be the 

most salient features of expressivism and cognitivism. 

There is chronological as well as ideological overlap between both movements, 

but 1 begin with a discussion of expressivist rhetoric because I view it as the earliest 

sustained effort within the process movement to oppose the ideological underpinnings of 

current-traditionalism. Of course, expressivist rhetoric did not materialize out of 

nowhere in the 1960s, but according to James Berlin actually "developed during the first 

two decades of the twentieth century and was especially prominent after World War I" 

(Berlin, "Rhetoric and Ideology" 687). Still, it was in the 1960s and 1970s that 

expressivism developed as a more formalized and identifiable strand of the process 

movement. In 1966, a group of teachers and scholars from the United States and Great 

Britain gathered at Dartmouth College "to discuss the teaching of English in the public 

schools" (Berlin, Rhetoric and Reality 149). John Dixon's Growth through English was 

the report that emerged out of the Dartmouth Conference, and in the report Dixon 

emphasizes that conference participants placed particular importance on "language and 

personal growth, [and] the use of English studies for building an 'inner world'" (149). 

According to Berlin, two strands of expressivism, both of which were influenced by the 
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Dartmouth Conference, developed during the 1960s: a more radical, overtly politicized 

strand, and a more moderate strand. The latter version of expressivism, made up of 

compositionists like Peter Elbow, Ken Macrorie, and Donald Murray, "eventually 

became dominant" (Berlin, "Rhetoric and Ideology" 689), and so when I refer to 

expressivists, I am actually referring to the moderate expressivists, who had a greater 

impact on the field than their more radical counterparts."^ 

Influenced directly or indirectly by the Dartmouth Conference and the larger 

trends in American politics and culture, many writing teachers were becoming 

increasingly drawn to the idea of teaching composition in a way that would somehow 

respond to students' desires to express themselves as unique and politically conscious 

individuals. These teachers recognized that current-traditionalism's obsession with 

correct form inhibited such a goal. Thus, "Several writing teachers saw the writing-as-

process movement as an answer to students' rejection of traditional authority, and they 

emphasized in their pedagogy the values that their students cried out for—autonomy, 

antiauthoritiarianism, and a personal voice" (Faigley 57). In this sense, the expressivist 

teacher was perceived as more of a facilitator or guide than an authoritarian teacher 

imparting knowledge. According to Berlin, the expressivists "all agree that writing is art 

and, as such, can be learned but not taught. All that the teacher can do is provide an 

environment in which the student can leam, relying on such activities as free writing, 

rewriting, journal writing" and so forth (Berlin, Rhetoric and Reality 152). And while 

* It is beyond the scope of this chapter to discuss compositionists like Charles Deemer and William D. 
Lutz, who are associated with the more radical form of expressivism. For a description of their ideas about 
"composition as happening," see Berlin Rhetoric and Reality 150-51, "Rhetoric and Ideology" 689, and 
Crowley 205-06). 
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"most proponents of expressionist rhetoric [. ..] were unsparingly critical of the dominant 

social, political, and cultural practices of the time," (Berlin, "Rhetoric and Ideology" 688-

89), the teacher was primarily viewed as someone who "provide[s] a supportive 

environment that suppresses conflict and encourages narrations of personal experience" 

(Faigley 36). In other words, the writing teacher's role was to serve as a sort of midwife, 

helping each student give birth to a unique, personal voice. 

Clearly, one of the significant implications of this approach to teaching is that the 

student rather than the teacher is seen as the source of knowledge. In light of this belief 

about knowledge emerging from the individual, the student's role was to discover her 

authentic voice, and "the process—the discovery of the true self—is as important as the 

product—^the self discovered and expressed" (Berlin, "Rhetoric and Ideology" 688). 

With such a strong emphasis on individualism and the importance of authentic self-

expression, it is easy to forget that many expressivists also recognized the importance and 

existence of community. But "the community's right to exist [...] stands only insofar as 

it serves all of its members as individuals" (690). In other words, community was only 

legitimate insofar as it avoided molding students into conformists, which to expressivists 

was an absolutely unacceptable educational outcome. 

Expressivism differed from current-traditionalism in a couple of important ways. 

First, in its effort to uncover and validate the student's unique voice as a writer, it drew 

students' and teachers' attention away from the obsession with surface-level correctness 

that characterized traditional approaches to instruction. This opened up the possibility of 

discussing content as well as form, a welcome change from current-traditionalism's 
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privileging of the latter. Second, and perhaps more significantly, expressivism assumed 

that students were people whose ideas, founded on their life experiences, were worth 

sharing with others. By assuming that students already possessed a certain level of 

knowledge or expertise, expressivism represented a major shift away from the simplistic 

and ethically problematic conception of students being defective writers who needed to 

be "fixed" by an all-knowing teacher. As Weisser points out, this new conception of the 

student "was an important step in the shift away from traditional teacher-centered 

approaches and toward the student as the focus of composition studies" (7). This shift 

has had a lasting and, in many ways, a positive influence on composition. However, 

expressivism's individualistic orientation meant that it "inadvertently invalidated 

collective political, social, and public writing practices" (20). 

Ann Berthoff was one of the most vocal in criticizing expressivism for this 

shortcoming. In particular, she was concerned that expressivist rhetoric created a false 

and damaging split between personal language and communicative language. In focusing 

on the emotional and creative aspects of students' writing, she argued that expressivist 

pedagogy suggested that this kind of writing was separate from the rational discourse of 

the public—and in setting up the two kinds of language as separate rather than 

intertwined, power was imputed to rational discourse, and expressive language was 

rendered both private and powerless (see Berlin, Rhetoric and Reality 176-77). Scholars 

like Berthoff, then, argued that expressivism was inadvertently disempowering of the 

student writer. 
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Cognitive rhetoric shared expressionism's emphasis on the student's writing 

process being the focus of theorizing and teaching (Weisser 11), and Berlin insists that 

cognitivism's beginnings can be traced back to the same event that gave rise to 

expressionism: The Dartmouth Conference of 1966. The emphasis that Conference 

participants placed "on learning as a process and on developmental levels" encouraged 

compositionists to focus on the insights that cognitive psychology might deliver to the 

field (Berlin, Rhetoric and Reality 163). Under the cognitivist paradigm, the teacher was 

seen as someone who intervenes in the student's writing process, and this identity 

assumed a couple of things: that there were discrete and universal stages in the writing 

process, and that compositionists possessed the expertise to identify and manipulate these 

stages. As Weisser puts it, the teacher was imagined as having the power to give the 

student the "right experiences at the right moment" (12). The student was envisioned as 

an individual who needed to be made consciously aware of the various, fixed stages of 

her writing process. This awareness would give the novice writer control over the 

hierarchical stages of that process so that she could become an experienced, successful 

writer (14), with "successful" meaning the ability to meet the expectations of expert 

audiences composed of scientists, business managers, and so forth (Berlin, "Rhetoric and 

Ideology" 684). 

Janet Emig's famous The Composing Process of Twelfth Graders, published in 

1971, is sometimes cited as a starting point for cognitive approaches to composition 

studies because as Faigley argues, Emig's monograph "redefined the process movement 

from a pedagogical trend to a research agenda" (Faigley 30), something expressivism had 
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not been able to achieve. Drawing in part on the work of developmental psychologist 

Jean Piaget and his cognitive research on language and thought in children, Emig studied 

the composing behavior of eight high school students during the summer of 1967. One of 

the methods she used to gather information about her research participants was the 

"composing aloud" technique: "Emig asked her subjects to draft a short essay while 

'composing aloud'—^that is, while verbalizing as much of what they were thinking about 

as they possibly could" (Weisser 12). In the famous monograph that reported her 

research findings, Emig used her data to criticize the five-paragraph model of essay 

writing, arguing that that particular form doesn't correspond to any other type of writing 

that students would have to do in school or in the workplace. She also insists that 

teachers' focus on marking grammatical errors amounts to "'a neurotic activity'" that 

exhausts instructors and provides no benefit to students (Faigley 58). By choosing to 

support her claims with empirical research, Emig put some muscle into criticisms of 

current-traditionalism. 

Emig's work influenced the research of two of the names that came to epitomize 

the cognitivist movement at its height: Linda Flower and John Hayes. Indeed, Berlin 

argues that Flower and Hayes conducted "[t]he leading experimental research in this 

area" ("Rhetoric and Ideology" 683), although Berlin and many others were ultimately 

very critical of the assumptions underpirming their work. In "A Cognitive Process 

Theory of Writing," Flower and Hayes present their research on the composing process. 

They explain that their "theory is based on [their] work with protocol analysis over the 

past five years" (Flower and Hayes 252). Protocol analysis, they claim, enables 
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researchers to "capture a detailed record of what is going on in the writer's mind during 

the act of composing itself (255). Obviously building off of Emig's composing aloud 

method, Flower and Hayes gave research subjects a writing prompt and then "ask[ed] 

them to compose out loud near an unobtrusive tape recorder. [. . .] The transcript of this 

session [...] is called a protocol" (255). Flower and Hayes claim that protocol analysis is 

more accurate than introspective analysis, in which students give after-the-fact reports of 

what they were thinking about and doing during the composing process (255). Based on 

their research, Flower and Hayes felt confident in concluding that writing is a goal-

oriented activity (252), consisting of three stages in every writer's composing process: 

the plarming stage, the translating stage, and the reviewing stage (255), this last stage 

being made up of evaluating and revising (261). 

Ultimately, Flower and Hayes' work was widely criticized. First, there are 

problems with their claim that protocol analysis provides a more accurate representation 

of a writer's composing process than introspective analysis does. Even if the tape 

recorder positioned next to the research subject can be described as "unobtrusive," the 

very act of thinking aloud alters to a significant degree the composing process that is 

being studied. Thus, it is faulty logic to assume that this procedure is any more accurate 

than the introspective technique it supposedly challenges. 

Just as problematic is the implication that there is one writing process to be 

mapped and universalized, and it is in part for this reason that James Berlin, Sharon 

Crowley, Patricia Bizzell, and many other scholars ultimately saw Flower and Hayes' 

work (and cognitivism generally) as upholding rather than disrupting current-
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traditionalism's modernist underpinnings. In "claiming for itself the transcendent 

neutrality of science" (Berlin, "Rhetoric and Ideology" 680), cognitivism assumed that 

language, reality, and knowledge are transcendent rather than historically situated and 

socially constructed. Crowley extends this critique and puts it in slightly different terms. 

"Process pedagogy," she writes, 

retains the modernist composing subject of current-traditionalism—the 

subject who is sufficiently discrete from the composing context to stand 

apart from it, observing it from above and commenting upon it. 

Furthermore, this subject is able to inspect the contents of the mind and 

report them to a reader without distortion, using language that fully 

represents a well-formed composing intention. (213) 

While the target of Crowley's critique is process pedagogy generally, her reference to 

"inspect[ing] the contents of the mind and report[ing] them" seems especially relevant to 

cognitivism and its supposedly scientific objectivity. 

Despite all its problematic characteristics, it is important to consider what 

compositionists stood to gain from harnessing composition to science. As someone using 

a pragmatic lens, I am interested in how Flower and Hayes' cognitive approach enabled 

them to address one of composition's most enduring and pressing problems: the difficulty 

of overcoming a marginalized identity and gaining authority and ethos in the eyes of 

students, other academics, and members of the public not affiliated with the academy.^ 

In Textual Carnivals, Susan Miller tempers her criticisms of cognitivism with a 

^ See the Introduction for definitions of "authority" and "ethos." 



34 

recognition that it arose in response to composition studies' difficult cultural and 

historical circumstances: 

[CJomposition professionals did not choose to identify their work with the 

traditions of those who held power in their immediate surroundings. [. ..] 

To overcome this ancillary status [in relation to literary studies], 

composition professionals [. . .] found it entirely reasonable, if not entirely 

successful, to redefine their hitherto blurred identity in more crisply 

masculine, scientific terms. (122-23) 

Miller's remarks suggest that cognitivism marked an important moment in composition 

studies' efforts to reinvent itself and create an identity separate from (yet equal to) 

literary studies. While I am not examining composition's identity through Crowley's 

feminist lens, her remarks resonate with my claim that cognitivism afforded gains as well 

as losses to the field. From a pragmatic perspective, it opened a space for the production 

of scholarship and teaching approaches that various outside audiences could understand 

and that might resonate with aspects of their values and beliefs. For example, a cognitive 

approach to scholarship and teaching might have appeared from a non-academic's point 

of view to hold tangible benefits for students in the form of improved communication 

skills in an increasingly anxious and competitive culture. (I will say more about trends 

outside of the academy shortly.) Thus, the scientific bent of cognitivism can be viewed 

as having had the potential to lend composition studies a more legitimate disciplinary 

identity from the perspective of others than it possessed before (or after) cognitivism's 

relatively brief reign in the field. 
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When I was working on my master's degree at Carnegie Mellon University in 

1994-95,1 had the opportunity to take two classes from Linda Flower. And while I 

ultimately had reservations about some of the assumptions and methods underpinning her 

cognitivist approaches to literacy instruction and scholarship,^ I also saw firsthand the 

ways in which these approaches produced some positive consequences from various 

points of view. At the Community Literacy Center (CLC), where graduate students 

tutored (or "mentored") inner-city, college-hopefiil teens, Linda Flower was perceived as 

an expert to be trusted—an identity that has eluded many compositionists. Flower 

exuded confidence and clarity of purpose, and the teens (as well as the various adults who 

served as administrators of the center) seemed to respond positively to her. In other 

words, they seemed to view her as a literacy authority or expert, a teacher and scholar 

who was capable of helping students gain greater control over their writing in ways that 

would be valued not only in school but also in local community settings and ultimately in 

the workplace. This was a goal that everyone (Flower, the teens, their parents, and the 

workers at the CLC) seemed to share. 

In "The Silenced Dialogue: Power and Pedagogy in Educating Other People's 

Children," Lisa D. Delpit helps explain why Flower's display of authority might be 

viewed as beneficial from the perspective of the students and workers at the CLC. 

Drawing on her own and other scholars' ethnographic work, Delpit challenges certain 

aspects of process or progressive models of education, arguing that these models and 

® By the 1990s, Flower had obviously made some adjustments to her approach in order to accommodate 
theories of social constructionism, which I discuss in the next section of this chapter. Yet her approach to 
scholarship and teaching was still primarily cognitivist in orientation. 



their efforts to redistribute power in the classroom are often more appealing to white 

teachers and students than they are to African-Americans. Although Delpit does not use 

the term "expressivism," her criticisms seem to be directed in particular toward that 

strand of process instruction, since it was more explicitly anti-authoritarian than was 

cognitivism. 

Delpit, who is herself African-American, provides numerous examples of black 

students, parents, and teachers expressing frustration over composition courses in which 

the teacher (who is usually white) has chosen to de-center authority so that it is more 

evenly dispersed between teacher and students. After providing numerous quotations 

from various students, Delpit sums up her research and analysis in the following way: 

"The students I have spoken of seem to be saying that the teacher has denied them access 

to herself as the source of knowledge necessary to leam the forms they need to succeed. 

[. . .] I tentatively attribute the problem to teachers' resistance to exhibiting power in the 

classroom" (574). Part of what is so important about Delpit's argument is that it counters 

an assumption that characterizes both the expressivist movement discussed in the 

previous section and the social constructionist movement discussed in the next section of 

this chapter: the assumption that it is necessarily a good thing for teachers to try to 

distribute classroom authority equally between students and teacher. 

From Delpit's perspective. Flower's decision not to redistribute her authority 

might be seen as ethical as well as strategic. Delpit insists that many African-Americans 

hold different expectations about classroom authority than most middle-class whites do, 

and Flower's particular display of authority can be seen as honoring the desires and 
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perspectives of historically marginalized people of color. My reading of Delpit and my 

observations of Flower's work at the CLC convince me that there exists the potential to 

alter the compositionist's identity in the eyes of others—not necessarily in some sort of 

grand, monolithic way, but on a smaller, more local scale. In the case of Linda Flower 

and her work at the CLC, the approach to teaching that emerged out of cognitive theory 

seemed to provide a means for enhancing the compositionist's authority and ethos, and it 

did so by attending to others' desires and expectations about the goals of literacy 

instruction. By enhancing the compositionist's authority and ethos, cognitivism 

figuratively lifted composition studies from its historically marginalized location in "the 

n 

basement" of the university. 

My work at the CLC enabled me not only to complicate my thinking about 

classroom authority, but also to examine the way in which a teacher's fascination with 

observing "the process" at work and intervening in that process runs the risk of turning 

students into dehumanized research subjects to be spoken for and written about—as proof 

to be reported in articles and books.^ I do not look at Flower's cognitivism, or cognitive 

approaches to rhetoric and composition generally, as something to which compositionists 

should return. Moreover, from a pragmatic perspective, there is no going back, in the 

sense that the approaches we adopt must respond to the time and place in which we find 

^ My reference to "the basement," of course, comes from Susan Miller's chapter "The Sad Women in the 
Basement" in Textual Carnivals. Interestingly, Linda Flower's office at Carnegie Mellon was on the 
ground floor, while the work she did at the CLC took place on the top floor. 
^ I have written elsewhere about the multi-vocal text that Flower created in the form of a television 
advertisement for the armual Community Conversation held at the CLC. In the commercial, teens are 
depicted undertaking various tasks, the goal being to demonstrate to viewers that the CLC helps students 
learn to communicate effectively. However, the teens depicted in these scenes do not actually speak for 
themselves; rather, Flower and other CLC workers describe in voice overs what the students are doing in 
each scene. The problems of representation that are posed by such an approach cannot be ignored. See 
Linda Alcoff s "The Problem of Speaking for Others" for an important discussion of this ethical issue. 
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Flower's expectations for instruction and the students', parents', and administrators' 

expectations for instruction were much more in sync than has often seemed to be the case 

in other situations that I have observed or experienced. I will have much more to say 

during my analysis of the Brodkey controversy in chapters 3 and 4 about how costly it is 

to lose the common ground and spirit of cooperation that is created when compositionists 

and interested others share perceptions about the goals of literacy instruction and the 

identity of the composition teacher. 

I now turn to a brief discussion of some of the larger shifts that were taking place 

in American culture during the 1970s—at the very moment that expressivism and 

cognitivism were at their height of popularity within the field. In "Public Opinion and 

Teaching Writing," Anne Ruggles Gere points out that the American public has always 

been invested in writing, but it was in the 1970s—1975 to be precise—^that there arose 

"the most recent outcry of public concern about teaching writing" (266). This was the 

year that Merrill Shells' infamous "Why Johnny Can't Write" was published in 

Newsweek. Given the number of Americans who would have read Shells' article^, it is 

not surprising that it seemed to generate a rash of other, equally damning articles in the 

popular press about literacy instruction."^ As John Trimbur points out, literacy crises 

were nothing new, but had actually been cycling in and out of American public discourse 

since the 1800s (281-82). Therefore, the literacy crisis that began in 1975 at first seemed 

' i n  1 9 7 5 ,  A ^ e w i w e e A : h a d a c i r c u I a t i o n o f 3 , 1 8 1 , 1 8 7  ( G e r e  2 6 9 ) .  
In 1977, for example, Marvin Stone's "Teaching Thinking on Paper" appeared in Time-, he wrote another 

article in 1979, this one published in U.S. News and World Report titled "Due Dismay about Our 
Language" (Gere 269). 
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to be just one more in a long series of literacy crises (Faigley 62). Yet this particular 

crisis was different—and the primary element that marked it as different was its staying 

power. Indeed, Trimbur insists that ever since "Why Johnny Can't Write" was published, 

"the idea of a national literacy crisis has [been] a fixture in the popular consciousness" 

(Trimbur 277). 

In "Why Johnny Can't Write," Shells delivers an argument about literacy that is at 

once simplistic and compelling in its alarmism. She begins her essay with the following 

pronouncement: "If your children are attending college, the chances are that when they 

graduate, they will be unable to write ordinary, expository English with any real degree 

of structure and lucidity" (Shells 58). One of the most interesting aspects of Shells' 

article is that instead of simply lamenting the poor writing skills of all students entering 

college, she establishes exigence by highlighting the poor literacy skills of "even the best-

educated young people," such as those attending Harvard and Berkeley (59). Shells 

thereby implies that if students at America's elite universities cannot write well, then 

students attending lesser institutions must be close to illiterate. Such a dismal portrait of 

American students' literacy skills would have been alarming to readers in any era; 

however, it was bound to be especially upsetting given the cultural and political climate 

of the mid-1970s. 

John Trimbur explains that this was "a time of energy crisis, declining 

productivity and 'stagflation,' the Iran hostage crisis [...] and increased competition for 

jobs and college admission" (278). Richard Nixon had resigned in 1974 over the 

Watergate scandal, and the OPEC oil embargo drove up gas prices by "nearly 250 
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percent" (Faigley 62). In short, says Faigley, "the long ride of postwar prosperity and 

confidence in the United States' ability to lead the rest of the world [had come] to an 

end" (62). Americans were predisposed, then, to look for a scapegoat, and the literacy 

crisis provided one: "The discourse of the literacy crisis of the mid-1970s offered 

middle-class parents an explanation of what was troubling them, a reason for the 

perceived uncertainty about their children's futures" (Trimbur 278). And "with the 

economy remaining precarious for the remainder of the 1970s [. ..] the middle class was 

ready to believe that American education had veered off course and that a 'golden age' of 

education had existed in the not-too-distant past" (Faigley 62). The conclusion to this 

logic was that if literacy standards could be improved nation-wide, then maybe America 

could regain some of its earlier prosperity. 

The overwhelming atmosphere during the mid- to late-1970s was one of anxiety 

and nostalgia—a marked contrast from the positive, forward-thinking mood of the 1960s. 

Faigley writes, "The election of John F. Kermedy in 1960 brought a resurgence of 

confidence in America [...] and a revival of the tradition of liberalism [...]. Kennedy 

raised hopes that the affluence of America could be extended to everyone. [. . .] Kennedy 

succeeded in overcoming longstanding opposition to federal aid to the public schools 

because of fears of federal control" (Faigley 50-51). By the 1970s, this vision of hope 

and properity—created by Kennedy and extended by Lyndon Johnson—had all but 

vanished. 

After the publication of "Why Johnny Can't Write" in 1975, there was a 

proliferation of discourse about America's supposedly plummeting literacy standards, 
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and this discourse gave rise to the so-called back-to-basics movement (Faigley 61). 

Sudden, widespread, and intense attention was focused on the need for testing, 

accountability, and standards. As Faigley laments, the net result of this massive cultural 

and political shift was the creation of "a power elite of distanced educational 'experts' 

working in conjunction with politicians who recognized educational 'reform' as a hot 

campaign issue" (63). From the perspective of these supposed experts, specific 

shortcomings of current writing instruction included "too little grammar, too little 

homework, too little discipline, too much freedom, too many electives, and of course too 

much television [revealing] that the middle class feared its children were losing their 

drive and initiative" (62-3). Literacy was defined as a skill, and its purpose was to give 

students a competitive advantage in the job market and in the work place. 

It was in this atmosphere and at this moment that composition studies began its 

long and unhappy relationship with the popular press. Gere suggests that the American 

public has always been relatively invested in writing, it being, after all, the second 

element in the 'readin, 'ritin, and 'rithmetic trinity ("Public Opinion" 263). But Gere also 

says that "'teaching writing' plays a more prominent role in the public mind" in some 

periods than in others, and "these periods identify themselves by the amount of attention 

given to teaching writing in the popular press. These periodic outpourings [. ..] provide a 

good indicator of public opinion about writing instruction" (266). The troubled 

relationship with the popular press that began in 1975 with the publication of "Why 

Johnny Can't Write" intensified during the 1980s, a phenomenon I discuss in the next 
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section of this chapter. Before doing so, however, I return to a discussion of the major 

trends within the field, exploring in particular the impact of social constructionism. 

The 1980s: Social Constructionism, Poststructuralism, and the Increasing Power of 
the Right 

Despite increased rumblings during the early 1980s about the shortcomings of 

expressivism and cognitivism, Maxine Hairston expressed confidence that the process 

movement was not only a comprehensive and viable alternative to current-traditionalism, 

but that it was the element that was going to unify composition studies and make it a 

coherent discipline. In "The Winds of Change: Thomas Kuhn and the Revolution in the 

Teaching of Writing," Hairston describes the insights that cognitivism in particular has 

delivered to compositionists, claiming that "we are beginning to find out something about 

how people's minds work as they write, and to see what physical behaviors are involved 

in writing" (85). Furthermore, she insists that these insights and "the move to a process-

centered theory of teaching writing indicates that our profession is probably in the first 

stages of a paradigm shift" (77). Hairston's remarks imply that there is a writing process 

that is essentially the same for all writers; moreover, she seems confident that 

compositionists are largely in agreement on this point. Both assumptions proved to be 

faulty. 

In 1982, the same year that Maxine Hairston's "Winds of Change" appeared in 

CCC, James Berlin's "Contemporary Composition: The Major Pedagogical Theories" 

appeared in College English. Berlin concludes his essay by arguing that the process 

movement has serious limitations, and he closes with these words: 
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The numerous recommendations of the 'process'-centered approaches to 

writing instruction as superior to the 'product'-centered approaches are not 

very useful. Everyone teaches the process of writing, but everyone does 

not teach the same process. The test of one's competence as a 

composition instructor, it seems to me, resides in being able to recognize 

and justify the version of the process being taught, complete with all of its 

significance for the student. (776) 

Berlin suggests that composition studies needs to move beyond process because its 

insights are simply too limited to propel the field forward. More specifically, he 

challenges the modernist underpinnings of the process movement by dismissing the 

notion that there is a single, knowable process. And while he doesn't say so directly, he 

implies that it is naive to think of language use and instruction as being somehow 

untainted by history, politics, and culture. Significantly, the recognition that knowledge 

and language are historically, politically, and culturally situated suggests that in a 

pluralistic society, there cannot be a single writing process, any more than there can be a 

single approach to teaching, researching, or indeed, doing anything. 

Berlin was not the only compositionist writing in the early 1980s to challenge the 

assumptions underpinning process approaches to writing instruction. Also appearing in 

1982 was Patricia Bizzell's "Cognition, Convention, and Certainty," which was 

originally published in Pre/Text. In her essay, Bizzell, like Berlin, argues that process 

theory is not adequately sophisticated to account for the complex inter-relationships 

between language and thought. Specifically, she insists that "thinking and language use 
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can never occur free of a social context that conditions them" (79). Bizzell's argument 

suggests not the specific, solid paradigm shift that Hairston predicted for composition 

studies, but a general, more diffused shift toward viewing language, reality, and 

knowledge as socially constructed and historically situated, not individually produced or 

transcendent. Faigley acknowledges that "Bizzell was not the first person to criticize the 

aims of the cognitive research program," but he argues that "she was prescient in sensing 

a tum in composition studies away from the modernist focus on the autonomous 

individual and toward understanding writing as operating within socially and historically 

produced codes and conventions" (Faigley 31). In short, the work of scholars like Bizzell 

and Berlin reflect the fact that "In the 1980s much of composition theory came to assume 

that knowledge is socially constructed and rhetorical in nature, a development attributable 

to the impact of postmodern theory" (Faigley 15). 

As the volume of criticisms against the process movement intensified, the 

possibility faded that it was or could ever be composition studies' core. Social 

constructionism, which can be described at the most basic level as a theory that 

"situate[s] [. . .] writers within webs of meaning" (Faigley 31), was emerging as the new 

thing in composition studies.In addition to questioning the cognitivists' assumption 

that there was a single, identifiable writing process for all writers, social constructionists 

also dismissed the expressivists' notion of an authentic, individual self that existed in a 

realm outside of culture and politics. The student's role, they argued, was not to be a 

" There were of course a number of compositionists, like Maxine Hairston and Linda Flower, who 
continued to espouse process approaches to research and teaching. I explore the tensions between process 
and post-process compositionists in chapters 3 and 4. 
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passive emulator of error-free models (as in current-traditionalism), nor was it to be 

actively but privately engaged in uncovering her authentic voice (as in expressivism) or 

engaged in gaining control over the hierarchical stages of the writing process (as in 

cognitivism). Influenced by continental postmodern theory and poststructuralism, social 

constructionists argued that students were socially constructed selves or subjects, and 

they needed to learn to see their own cultural, political, and historical situatedness. 

Kenneth Bruffee, who is closely identified with social constructionism and its 

implications for collaborative learning, was one of the first scholars in composition 

studies to undertake a sustained exploration of the idea of language and knowledge being 

socially constructed and to experiment with how that insight might play out in the 

composition classroom. In particular, he challenged expressivism's emphasis on 

knowledge being created within the individual, arguing instead that knowledge "is 

constructed by some community of knowledgeable peers and the vernacular of that 

community" (Weisser 21). The student was perceived as a dynamic conversation 

participant, the other participants being the small group of peers with whom the student 

was collaborating. In a sense, then, the student was imagined as both student and teacher 

which, at least in theory, redistributed authority equally between everyone in the 

classroom. Reconfiguring classroom authority so that it was equally distributed between 

students and teachers was perceived as both possible and positive. 

The concept of discourse communities remained influential throughout the 1980s, 

and while many scholars worked to reveal the complexities of that concept beyond what 

Bruffee initially theorized, the realization that knowledge is generated communally rather 
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than individually marked a tremendously significant shift in the field. Revelations that 

there was no universal truth or reality and the individual person was actually an 

incoherent and unstable subject or self led to all kinds of new theorizing about the goals 

of composition teaching and the nature of the student and the teacher. 

As early theories of social constructionism became more sophisticated, the vision 

of creating collaborative student groups composed of equals became complicated, 

because issues of race, gender, and class were increasingly identified as essential 

categories of analysis. Early social constructionists largely ignored the ways in which 

"social and economic factors shape and define how discourse communities are produced 

and maintained" (Weisser 29). In other words, they ignored something that was 

becoming increasingly important to many other social constructionists: the complex 

implications of difference and the need to account for difference in composition 

pedagogy. Greg Myers expresses a version of this concern when he writes, 

"Ethnocentrism and economic interests are not just unfortunate habits, they are whole 

systems of ideas that people take for granted and use to make sense of the world. One 

cannot escape from one's economic interests and ethnic background, but one can try to 

understand how they shape one's thinking and social actions" (Myers 430). From the 

perspective of Myers and an increasing number of other compositionists (e.g., Bizzell; 

Brodkey; Trimbur), it was naive to assume that students' interactions with each other or 

their teachers could be equal in the way that earlier social constructionists had imagined. 

Factors such as age, class, gender, and race complicated the assumption that "discourse 

communities" were coherent or that consensus was achievable or desirable within groups. 
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Discussing social constructionism as a movement is challenging, because as 

12 Berlin points out, "There are [...] as many conflicts among members of this group as 

there are harmonies" ("Rhetoric and Ideology" 692). But what social constructionists do 

have in common is a belief that reality and knowledge do not exist in an isolated or 

transcendent sense, but are instead constructed by complex historical and cultural forces. 

Berlin summarizes some of the most important tenets of social constructionism in the 

following way: 

The real is located in a relationship that involves the dialectical interaction 

of the observer, the discourse community (social group) in which the 

observer is functioning, and the material conditions of existence. 

Knowledge is never found in any one of these but can only be posited as a 

product of the dialectic in which all three come together. [...] Most 

important, this dialectic is grounded in language: the observer, the 

discourse community, and the material conditions of existence are all 

verbal constructs. ("Rhetoric and Ideology" 692-93) 

The implications of social constructionist theory for college composition were 

tremendous, and throughout the 1980s (and into the 1990s) it helped establish 

composition studies, from an intellectual standpoint at least, as a serious discipline. 

More than they had in the 1960s and 1970s, compositionists were grounding their 

scholarship and teaching in continental poststructuralism and postmodern theory. As 

these theories were being imported to and reshaped within the context of composition 

Berlin uses the term "social-epistemic rhetoric," rather than social constructionism. 
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studies, compositionists found themselves equipped with the tools necessary to engage in 

the sorts of complex, sophisticated arguments that were being made in other disciplines in 

the humanities. Continental language theories enabled more nuanced, contextualized 

understandings of student and teacher subjectivity and goals of instruction, and they 

enabled teachers to analyze the implications of defining "good writing" in particular 

ways. Poststructural theory (in the form of deconstruction) was leading teachers to see 

texts (including those read and produced by students) as being open to an infinite number 

of interpretations (Faigley 37). And postmodern theory was encouraging compositionists 

to "question any effort toward universal description and especially [any] attempts to 

regulate based on such descriptions" (39). By the late 1980s, "expressions of general 

disillusionment with writing as process" were increasingly commonplace (68), and "'the 

era of the social constructionists [was] just begirming'" (Stewart qtd. in Faigley 33). 

With more "graduate programs, conferences, journals, book series, and other signs of 

scholarly activity" than it had at any other time in its history (Faigley 28), composition 

studies could be seen as having achieved the identity of a serious discipline. 

Yet Faigley notes that none of the scholarship written in the late 1980s "exudes 

the confidence and enthusiasm of [Maxine] Hairston's celebration of the process 

movement" (Faigley 33), and there is ample evidence to support his claim. For example, 

in "Theory, Theory Talk, and Composition," Beth Daniell reflects the changing 

sensibilities within composition studies when she writes, "I used to think that a coherent 

theory would help composition become a coherent field, orderly and organized. Now I 

doubt that this sort of theory is possible or even desirable. I have let go of theory hope" 
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(Daniell 139). The contrast between Daniell's perspective and the one Hairston 

conveyed in "The Winds of Change" is striking, with Hairston's confidence and desire 

for unity replaced by Daniell's doubts about the possibility or desirability of gaining a 

coherent identity. 

Ambivalence like Daniell's was attributable in part to the fact that social 

constructionism had called into question the entire enterprise of teaching writing. As 

Faigley explains, "Postmodern theory offers an ongoing critique of discourses that 

pretend to contain truth and serve to justify practices of domination, but it does not 

supply a theory of agency" (20). Elsewhere, he articulates this problem more powerfully: 

"Postmodern theory can resemble a terrorist bomb that demolishes bystanders and even 

its maker as well as the target. Few of the postmodern theorists are of much help in 

formulating what should be the appropriate politics for a particular writing classroom" 

(44). It had been easier to be enthusiastic and confident about the process movement 

because it rested on a relatively secure bedrock of foundationalism and modernist 

assumptions. There was an authentic self to be discovered and celebrated; power and 

truth lay within each individual student. Or, for compositionists who aligned themselves 

with cognitivism, there was a writing process, with stages we could identify and teach to 

students wishing to become successful writers, with "success" being a relatively 

uncontested term. These simplistic but fundamentally hopeful conceptions of college 

composition stood in sharp contrast to the fragmentation and ambivalence that had 

become so characteristic of the field by the late 1980s. 



At the same time that composition studies had embraced sophisticated language 

theories and arrived as a serious yet in some ways less hopeful discipline, it also found 

itself facing a renewed conservative assault from the popular press. As discussed in the 

first half of this chapter, the publication of "Why Johnny Can't Write" in 1975 

reinvigorated the rhetoric of literacy crisis that has been cycling in and out of public 

discourse since the 19^*^ century (Trimbur's 281-82). In Paradigms Lost, published in 

1980, John Simon set the tone for the literacy crisis discourse of the 1980s. Simon's 

remarks about declining literacy standards and inadequate writing instruction in the 

academy provide an infuriating but important example of the Right's perceptions about 

and representations of writing instruction during this period. Specifically, Simon 

expresses scom for changes in language usage and literacy instruction, noting in 

particular '"four great body blows,"' three of which are worth quoting: 

" [ . . . ]  (1)  the  s tudent  rebe l l ion  of  1968,  which  [ .  . . ]  meant  tha t  s tudents  

themselves became the arbiters of what subjects were to be taught, and 

grammar [. . .] was not one of them; (2) the notion that in a democratic 

society language must accommodate itself to the whims, idiosyncrasies, 

dialects, and sheer ignorance of underprivileged minorities, especially if 

these happen to be black, Hispanic and, later on, female or homosexual; 

(3) the introduction by more and more incompetent English teachers [. . .] 

of even fancier techniques of not teaching English [. . .]." (Simon qtd. in 

Faigley 64) 
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Simon goes on to single out the NCTE as '"a body so shot through with irresponsible 

radicalism, guilt-ridden liberalism, and asinine trendiness as to be [...] one of the major 

culprits [...] in the sabotaging of linguistic standards" (qtd. in Faigley 64). 

The publication of Simon's book in 1980 set the stage for other arguments about 

language use written by conservatives later that decade. Gere notes that from 1983-1987, 

"the popular press did not give attention to the topic" of teaching writing (Gere, "Public 

Opinion" 273), but that four-year period of relative quiet was simply the calm before the 

storm that started in 1987, with the publication of two bestsellers: Harold Bloom's The 

Closing of the American Mind, and E.D. Hirsch's Cultural Literacy. 

Conservative arguments like Bloom's and Hirsch's appeared within the larger 

conservative context that had come to characterize American culture during the 1980s. 

Faigley provides an important gloss on the complex reasons why American culture turned 

so definitively to the Right during this period: 

After the debacle of the Vietnam War, the economic realities of a United 

States in decline in relation to Europe and Japan began to be felt keenly. 

The liberal consensus [of the 1960s] started to fragment in the 1970s, and 

in the 1980s it was thoroughly rejected. The decisive victory margins of 

Ronald Reagan in 1984 (by 59 percent of the popular vote) and George 

Bush in 1988 (by 54 percent) confirmed that the ideals that inspired 

Johnson's Great Society, including the role of education in promoting 

social equality, had been largely abandoned. (Faigley 51) 
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In light of these cultural conditions, the 1980s as a whole were characterized by 

Americans' desire to gain greater economic security, and the media capitalized on these 

concerns by positing literacy as one of the tools needed to achieve success in a 

competitive and rapidly-changing world. On the whole, Americans weren't as interested 

in trying to figure out how to change an unjust society as they had been in the 1960s; 

instead, they were by and large preoccupied with trying to figure out how to gain access 

to economic resources. 

The Reagan administration helped feed the media's frenzied discourse about the 

inextricable link between literacy and economic success. Faigley writes, 

The Reagan administration was able to consolidate widespread criticism 

of public education around a few themes popular with the media and large 

segments of the public. For the teaching of literacy, these themes stressed 

the importance of 'basics': frequent testing of grammar and usage, 

upholding standard English, and a distrust of teachers' commitment to the 

basics. By the end of the 1980s these themes became the cornerstones of 

educational policy in the states, no matter whether Democrats or 

Republicans were in charge. [. ..] Teachers of writing who remain 

committed to progressive goals for education have yet to determine how to 

respond to the nation's [. . .] ideal of literacy [...]. (52) 

Faigley's remarks help elucidate the moment in which the Writing about Difference 

controversy took place. The political agenda of the Right had by this point become 

entrenched, and the public as a whole held a current-traditional ideal of literacy 



53 

instruction (Crowley 7) that conflicted with compositionists' views about the teaching of 

writing. The public's understanding of literacy was—as it still is today—mired in 

modernist assumptions, and what they perceived to be the reality of university 

composition courses conflicted severely with their expectations for courses in five-

paragraph theme writing, grammar instruction, and the study of canonical texts as models 

of good writing. 

As useful as postmodern and poststructural theories are in terms of helping 

scholars raise important questions and examine situations both contextually and 

historically, they did not provide a compositionist in Brodkey's position with a "positive 

program," to borrow Bizzell's phrase, for how to handle a crisis like the one over Writing 

about Difference. That is, postmodern theory poses a special difficulty in that it 

encourages great questions and uncovers deeply rooted problems and assumptions, but 

without suggesting solutions or programs for action. 

The recognition that the world was a fragmented and uncertain place did not 

create an impasse of agency for others, as it did for many academics; rather, for many 

non-academics this awareness of the conditions of postmodemity seems to have been part 

of what led to "the turn toward the Right" that was such a defining characteristic of the 

1980s. Faigley argues compellingly that ordinary Americans' awareness of cultural and 

political fragmentation and chaos, coupled with economic uncertainty, led to rampant 

consumerism and a conservative political sensibility. Yet this trend toward rampant 

consumerism and the desire to "shop for an individual 'lifestyle'" (12) occurred at the 

same time that Americans were nervous about the country's economic stability. These 



shifts in Americans' political and cultural sensibilities can be viewed as bearing a direct 

relation to the shift to the Right during that decade. 

The discourse of political conservatism manifest in the popular press and the 

conservative ideology held by much of the American public clashed severely with what 

was going on in the academy, especially in the humanities. In light of this clash, the 

Writing about Difference controversy of 1990 can be viewed as a defining moment for 

composition studies. Faigley, too, is interested in understanding the significance of 

composition studies' paradoxical identity during that particular moment in our history. 

He writes, "At the beginning of the 1990s composition studies has gained the status of a 

major subfield within English studies, but at the same time often finds itself at odds with 

conceptions of literacy education held by much of the public and many in the academy" 

(Faigley 22). There were other competing forces at work during this period that 

contributed to the climate of diminished "confidence and enthusiasm" to which Faigley 

refers. The Right was exerting a stronger force in American politics than it had in 

decades, yet this was also the moment when composition studies had become in some 

ways more institutionally secure than it had been in the past, in the sense of there being 

more professional journals, graduate programs, and jobs. Yet the fear, anger, and outright 

hatred that Brodkey's course incited at UT Austin and in the popular press suggest that 

ultimately, the syllabus and the course it represented loomed large in the public 

imagination as an illustration of what they saw as being wrong with the broader cultural 

conditions of that time. 
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The malaise that began to settle over composition studies in the 1980s and 1990s 

continues to oppress the field. In the next chapter, I introduce pragmatism as a means of 

alleviating this problem. Pragmatism, I argue, empowers intellectuals to act, even in the 

face of uncertainty, fragmentation, and a conservative cultural climate. The relatively 

recent revival of pragmatism in a variety of academic disciplines opens the door to 

gaining a renewed understanding of who we are and what we can accomplish. 



Chapter Two: 

Pragmatism as Theory and as Method 

The term pragmatism, beyond the everyday meaning of practicality, has almost as 

many interpretations as it has practitioners. Indeed, beginning with its inception in the 

late 1800s, pragmatism has been difficult to define with precision. This is in part 

because, as the American philosopher H.S. Thayer argues, it is "a movement rather than 

[...] any one doctrine" (11). Joseph Margolis, another American philosopher, agrees 

with this claim when he states that pragmatism "never had a single doctrinal or 

methodological center" (2). And in his most recent book. Law, Pragmatism, and 

Democracy, judge and legal theorist Richard A. Posner concurs with Margolis and 

Thayer when he calls pragmatism more of a "tradition, attitude, and outlook than a body 

of doctrine" (26). The characterization offered by these scholars echoes an assertion 

made by William James in a lecture he delivered in 1906 at the Lowell Institute in 

Boston. "Pragmatism," James argued, "unstiffens all our theories, limbers them up and 

sets each one at work. Being nothing essentially new, it harmonizes with many 

philosophical tendencies" {Pragmatism 510). This fluidity of meaning suggests that 

pragmatism is applicable and useful in a wide variety of situations, rather like a prized 

spice that can be used to create many different recipes and to complement many different 

cuisines. 

Influenced by the ideas of the so-called classical pragmatists as well as by the 

work of certain neopragmatists, I conceive of pragmatism throughout this project as 

being an outlook or habit of thought that can guide compositionists who, in the words of 
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Patricia Bizzell, hope "to act as intellectuals in the larger community of the whole 

university and the whole society," an endeavor that Bizzell sums up as "embrac[ing] 

rhetoric" ("Foundationalism" 220). Much of the recent scholarship that is flowing from 

and contributing to the revival of pragmatism builds on the ideas of Charles Sanders 

Peirce, William James, and especially John Dewey; therefore, when discussing the 

origins of American pragmatism my discussion is focused on them. In addition to 

outlining certain key concepts associated with Peirce, James, and Dewey, I also provide a 

brief review of some of the thinkers who reflect the lively and important conversations 

taking place in the revival of pragmatism. Steven Mailloux figures prominently in my 

conception of neopragmatism in part because he specifically focuses on the intersection 

of pragmatism, rhetoric, and English studies. 

In presenting an admittedly brief sketch of intellectuals associated with 

pragmatism and neopragmatism, my purpose is to demonstrate that this "rich tradition of 

uniquely American philosophizing" (Crowley 16) continues to provide new perspectives 

on the problems facing twenty-first century intellectuals in the humanities, particularly 

those working in composition studies. Indeed, its promise for composition studies is only 

begirming to be tapped into. Taking into account the volatile, postmodern, and relatively 

conservative American culture described in chapter 1,1 contend that pragmatism offers 

an outlook and an approach that might lead to better outcomes for compositionists— 

especially those teaching and writing about first-year composition—who find themselves 

struggling with issues of identity, authority, and ethos. 
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Origins of Pragmatism 

Like any intellectual movement or trend, American pragmatism arose in response 

to complex social and political conditions. In 1865 the American Civil War had ended, 

leaving in its wake enormous and irreversible changes in the cultural and economic 

landscape of the country. In fact, Louis Menand explains in The Metaphysical Club that 

it took "nearly half a century for the United States to develop a culture to replace it [the 

one displaced by the Civil War], to find a set of ideas, and a way of thinking, that would 

help people cope with the conditions of modem life" (x). American pragmatism 

originated in the latter part of the nineteenth century, partly in response to post-war 

conditions. 

It wasn't just events at home that gave rise to American pragmatism, but 

movements and trends in European intellectual circles as well. In philosophy, for 

example, there had been a steady progression of new thinking in response to the theory of 

th 
knowledge that Rene Descartes had advanced in the 17 century. His ideas represented 

an attempt to reconcile what were perceived to be essentially conflicting ideas between 

moral experience, on the one hand (embodied largely in religious values and the notion of 

truth as supematurally revealed), and on the other hand, the evolving natural sciences. 

This conflict reflected a series of dualisms, including the so-called mind-body problem 

(Thayer 12-14). A century later Emmanuel Kant both built on and departed from 

Descartes' philosophy, developing his own comprehensive, original, and greatly 

influential theories dealing with morality, human reason, and experience. Especially 

relevant for the pragmatists he would later influence was "Kant's revolutionary discovery 



59 

[...] that the mind does not passively reflect experience, rather it actively creates the 

order of scientific and ethical experience" (Thayer 16). In this sense, Kant called into 

question Descartes' assumption that knowledge, reality, and truth rest on first principles. 

Like Kant, George Wilhelm Hegel complicated the underpinnings of Descartes' 

philosophy, particularly the assumption that knowledge, reality, and truth exist in some 

sort of idealized form, separate from humanity and human agency. Dewey, who was 

greatly influenced by Hegel, noted during the middle of his career that Hegel's work is 

especially useful because "it lifted the ideas of process above that of fixed origins and 

fixed ends, and presented the social and moral order, as well as the intellectual, as a scene 

of becoming, and it located reason somewhere within the struggles of life" (Dewey qtd. 

in Thayer 18). 

In 1859, several decades after Hegel's death, Charles Darwin's Origin of Species 

was published, describing the revolutionary theory of natural selection of all forms of 

life. This work had a profound impact not only on scientists but also on religious 

thinkers, social theorists and philosophers, particularly the classical American 

pragmatists. Among other things, Darwin's theory "challenged the idea of a universe 

created for or directed to some overall final purpose" and the "belief in a world of fixed 

structures, of essences [. . .] controlling natural developments" (Thayer 19). It 

highlighted the notion of struggle and competition between all living things. Human life 

was part of nature and natural developments, not something that could be understood on 

the basis of metaphysical principles. Thus, human life was "set within nature and like all 

other living forms [was] subject to uncertainty, unprivileged although advantageously 
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equipped for survival" (Thayer 19). Together with advances in psychology, biology, 

physics and logic, Darwin's theory of evolution helped set the stage for what became 

known as pragmatism. Indeed, writing during the middle part of his career, Dewey 

argued that Darwin's theory of evolution was "the greatest dissolvent in contemporary 

thought of old questions, the greatest precipitant of new methods, new intentions, new 

problems" (Dewey qtd. in McDermott 41). 

Although he ultimately preferred the term "pragmaticism" to describe his 

philosophy (Menand 351), Charles Sanders Peirce is generally cited as the founder of the 

pragmatism movement in this country. Peirce, whose work was especially influenced by 

Kant, distinguished between the meaning of pragmatic and practical, arguing that "the 

latter term applies to moral laws which Kant regards as a priori, whereas the former term 

applies to the rules of art and techniques which are based on experience and are 

applicable to experience" (Dewey, "The Development of American Pragmatism" 42). 

Thus, the word "practicalism" would never have worked for Peirce, as it implies 

metaphysics and absolutes. Instead, his conception of experimentation as a form of 

experience meant to him that the term pragmatic referred to a "mind of the experimental 

type" (42). 

Peirce's scientific background framed his ideas about how people interact and 

resolve differences of opinion ("The Development" 23). In a famous essay titled "How 

to Make Our Ideas Clear," published in 1878, Peirce acknowledges that it is a given that 

in many circumstances "different minds" will hold "antagonistic views" (97). Yet Peirce 

insisted that these views could be harmonized so as to arrive at "true belief (or belief in 
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the real) [as] distinguished from false belief (or belief in fiction)," and this was 

accomplished by referring "exclusively to the scientific method of settling opinion" 

("How to Make" 95). The results we arrive at in applying the scientific method, which 

are finally agreed to "by all who investigate [in a community of investigators], is what we 

mean by the truth, and the object represented in this opinion is the real" (97). For Peirce, 

then, faithful application of the scientific method to differing views could lead to only 

one true and thus real conclusion, no matter what the wishes or whims of a particular 

investigator might be. One of the most important aspects of his theory "was its 

recognition of an inseparable connection between rational cognition and rational 

purpose" ("What Pragmatism Is" 103). In linking thought with action, Peirce believed 

that "the rational meaning of every proposition lies in the future" and that "future conduct 

is the only conduct that is subject to self-control" (113). Thus, central to Peirce's 

pragmatism were such notions as community, experimentation, the relation between 

theory and practice, and a future-oriented outlook for discovering meaning to deal 

positively with human problems. These ideas provided a foundation for other 

pragmatists, including William James. 

James adapted Peirce's ideas and developed his own, more comprehensive 

version of pragmatism. James approached the idea of truth with a question: "What, in 

short, is the truth's cash-value in experimental terms?" (Pragmatism 573). From his 

point of view, it is most fruitful to define truth as being that which helps us deal 

productively with the various realities we encounter or, as he puts it, "that which doesn't 

entangle our progress in frustrations" (579). Thus, James was not interested in 
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determining the Truth of things in a Platonic sense; rather, he believed in defining truth 

according to what it was helpful or useful to believe in a particular context. In short, he 

argued that beliefs could only be seen as true if they led to practical and beneficial 

outcomes. As James put it in his famous 1898 Berkeley address, 

Beliefs, in short, are really rules for action; and the whole function of 

thinking is but one step in the production of habits of action. If there were 

any part of a thought that made no difference in the thought's practical 

consequences, then that part would be no proper element of the thought's 

significance, (qtd. in Menand 354) 

In other words, James argued that beliefs had value and became truth only in practice and 

only through experience. As Thayer explains, "Beliefs, ideas, and theories are not 

exactly organs; but they are like organs in being instruments of action [...] and it is their 

'performance' that delineates, for James, their value, that is, their meaning and truth" 

(128; emphasis in original). Thus, "While Peirce sought meaning [. . .] in general schema 

and formulae of (possible) action, James focused upon the function of ideas in 

experience, upon the distinct contributions that ideas or beliefs make in specific human 

actions" (124). 

In the optimistic and often enthusiastic style in which James discussed the 

possibilities of pragmatism, he notes that many "philosophical disputes collapse into 

insignificance" when pragmatism is applied as a "simple test of tracing a concrete 

consequence" {Pragmatism 508). He then goes on to say that "The whole function of 

philosophy ought to be to find out what definite difference it will make to you and me, at 
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definite instants of our life, if this world-formula or that world-formula be the true one" 

(508). European philosopher Henri Bergson, a close friend of James', once remarked that 

for James, the '"whole man counts [and James' pragmatism] is a way of providing a 

methodical and unified clarification of experience for the achievement of a diversity of 

possible goods'" (Bergson qtd. in Thayer 130). In light of Bergson's comment and the 

depth of James' work, it is ironic that he often bore the brunt of criticisms against 

pragmatism. His repeated references to the "cash-value" of particular ideas and concepts 

seem to have been a major source of misunderstanding. In "The Need for a Recovery of 

Philosophy," written during the middle period of his career, Dewey explains that 

European critics in particular tended to interpret James "to mean that the end and measure 

of intelligence lies in the narrow and coarse utilities which it produces" (93). Here 

Dewey's reference to "coarse utilities" is an allusion to the way in which critics 

mistakenly assumed that James and other pragmatists defined knowledge in terms of its 

monetary benefits and rewards. Yet Dewey insists that "to James [cash-value] meant that 

a general idea must always be capable of verification in specific existential cases" (93). 

In other words, James' results-oriented philosophy was grounded not in crass American 

capitalism, but rather in an emphasis on the need for knowledge to be seen as 

synonymous with action and consequence. 

Expanding on the ideas of Peirce and James, John Dewey became the most 

prolific writer and the most visible public intellectual among the pragmatists.' In his 

introductory remarks about Dewey, Thayer writes that Dewey "achieved renown as the 

' Dewey preferred the term "instrumentalism"; however, for the sake of clarity and coherence I use the term 
"pragmatism" throughout this dissertation. 
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philosophic exponent of pragmatism, progressive education, and liberal causes, among 

them, teachers' rights" (Thayer 253). More than any of the other classical pragmatists, 

his concepts and ideas are widely reflected in the current discussions and writings 

associated with the revival of pragmatism. For the later Dewey, the fundamental idea of 

pragmatism was "that action and opportunity justify themselves only to the degree in 

which they render life more reasonable and increase its value." Furthermore, "action 

should be intelligent and reflective, and [...] thought should occupy a central position in 

life" ("The Developmenf 38-39). 

Like James, Dewey conceived of ideas and beliefs as instruments for coping, 

arguing that they have no metaphysical significance and are not located in abstractions. 

Rather, they are very much of this world. "'Things,'" Dewey wrote in the middle of his 

career, "'[...] are what they are experienced as.' Knowledge is not a copy of something 

that exists independently of its being known, 'zY is an instrument or organ of successful 

action'^' (Dewey qtd. in Menand 361; emphasis in original). During this same period, 

Dewey also claimed that '^knowledge is always a matter of the use that is made of 

experienced natural events'" ("The Need for a Recovery of Philosophy" 84; emphasis in 

original). In other words, knowledge is an act of valuation through inquiry and 

experience: "It is [. . .] not the origin of a concept, it is its application which becomes the 

criterion of its value; and here we have the whole of pragmatism in embryo" ("The 

Development" 53). 

Faith in human intelligence was of fundamental importance in all of Dewey's 

work and was at the core of his hope for the future of the American public. It was also a 
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driving force behind his advocacy of various social programs, especially those involving 

education, the theory and practice of which tests "all the fundamental and vital ideas of 

philosophy [...]: the nature of learning (thus, the theory of mind, the relation of mind and 

body, individual and society, man and nature, thought and action), knowledge and ethical 

judgment, [and] the formation of moral ideals and social goals" (Thayer 254). For 

Dewey, the mind has the capacity "to project new and more complex ends—to free 

experience from routine and from caprice" and "to liberate and liberalize action" ("The 

Need" 94; emphasis in original). Thus, intelligence is concerned with the future. 

Moreover, "intelligence [is] truly liberal: knowing is a human understanding, not an 

esthetic appreciation carried on by a refined class or a capitalistic possession of a few 

learned specialists [.. .]" (94). This remark epitomizes Dewey's life-long liberal and 

egalitarian ideals. 

Not surprisingly, then, Dewey's understanding of human intelligence influenced 

his theories of democracy. In fact, he believed that intelligence and inquiry are the very 

"essence of progressive social life [and] a communal and cooperative means of directing 

growth and the renewal of values" (Thayer 260). Or as the later Dewey himself noted in 

1927, "a communal life, in all its implications, constitutes the idea of democracy" {The 

Public and its Problems 149). In this sense, Dewey's ideal of a democratic community 

was conceived as "a self-corrective process of persuasion, discussion, and the free play of 

intelligence" (Thayer 261). As Dewey put it in a speech he gave at his own eightieth 

birthday celebration, "'Democracy is belief in the ability of human experience to generate 

the aims and methods by which further experience will grow in ordered richness'" 



66 

(Dewey qtd. in Thayer 261). Since the process of experience is capable of being 

educative, '"faith in democracy is all one with faith in experience and education. [. ..] 

Democracy as compared with other ways of life is the sole way of living which believes 

wholeheartedly in the process of experience as end and as means [...] one that can have 

no end till experience itself comes to an end'" (261). With characteristic optimism, 

Dewey believed that the '"task of democracy is forever that of creation of a freer and 

more human experience in which all share and to which all contribute'" (Dewey qtd. in 

Thayer 261). 

Dewey's ideal conception of democracy and the related concept of community as 

an organizing function of the public warrant elaboration here because they are the source 

of considerable ongoing discussion in intellectual circles today. In The Public and its 

Problems, Dewey observes that "Optimism about democracy is to-day under a cloud" 

(110) and then he recites some of the contributing factors as he saw them: 

The very size [and] heterogeneity [...] of urban populations, the vast 

capital required, the technical characteristics of the engineering problems 

involved, soon tire the attention of the average voter. [. . .] The 

ramification[s] of the issues before the public [are] so wide and intricate, 

the technical matters involved are so specialized, the details are so many 

and so shifting, that the public cannot for any length of time identify and 

hold itself. [...] There is too much public, a public too diffuse and 

scattered and too intricate in composition. And there are too many 

publics, for conjoint actions which have indirect, serious, and enduring 
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consequences are multitudinous beyond comparison, and each one of them 

crosses the others and generates its own group of persons especially 

affected with little to hold these different publics together in an integrated 

whole. (137) 

The fragmentation of the American public and the problems that this posed for the 

realization of democracy help contextualize Dewey's claim that "Communication alone 

can create a great community" (142). Effective communication, he insisted, was a 

primary means of dealing with "our Babel" (142), necessitating translation between 

different languages, values, and so forth. Out of this communicative process, common 

values and goals would emerge, although Dewey also insisted that values and goals were 

ever-shifting rather than fixed. 

With a characteristic expression of hope, Dewey concludes The Public and its 

Problems with two compelling and intriguing chapters. In "Search for the Great 

Community," he develops his concept of the ideal democracy. And in the final chapter, 

"The Problem of Method," he attempts to describe how we might begin to move in the 

direction of achieving that ideal. Yet Dewey's ebullient hopefulness is tinged with sober 

realism, for he acknowledges that "The prime condition of a democratically organized 

public is a kind of knowledge and insight which does not yet exist. In its absence, it 

would be the height of absurdity to try and tell what it would be like if it existed" (166). 

The tension created by the realities of a pluralistic public and the unanswered question of 

exactly how to realize the later Dewey's "prime condition" for democracy has stimulated 
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a great deal of discussion in the revival of pragmatism, in political and legal theory as 

well as in the social sciences and the humanities. 

Decline and Revival of Pragmatism 

Just as pragmatism had its beginnings in response to cultural conditions largely 

reflecting the aftermath of the American Civil War, the seeds of its decline and virtual 

eclipse were rooted in major cultural and historical events as well. In 1917, two 

momentous events occurred: World War I and the Russian Revolution. Dewey supported 

the intervention of the United States in the war. In the words of historian and 

neopragmatist Robert B. Westbrook, Dewey felt "it might provide a unique opportunity 

to reorganize the world into a democratic social order, guaranteeing a future of peace" 

{John Dewey and American Democracy 203). Once in the war, however, disillusionment 

set in. American liberals, especially social critic Randolph Bourne, who was a former 

champion of Dewey, decried measures resulting from U.S. involvement in the war, 

particularly the repression of free speech and the imposition on teachers of loyalty oaths 

(209). For critics like Bourne, Dewey's perspective on the war tainted the philosophy for 

which he had become the best-known spokesperson. Other critics, most notably Bertrand 

Russell, attacked pragmatism as being a shallow philosophy. From Russell's perspective, 

pragmatism was little more than an excuse for expediency, and it was therefore indicative 

of the worst aspects of the burgeoning United States capitalist economy. Thus, coupled 

with social issues such as the growing unequal distribution of wealth resulting from 

America's post-war prosperity and doubt about the possibility of a peaceful world, there 

was a backlash against the ideals and practice of pragmatism. 
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In The Revival of Pragmatism, English professor Morris Dickstein describes the 

ways in which the economic and political forces at work in the early part of the twentieth 

century undermined the project of pragmatism: 

The war discredited the kind of enlightened planning with which 

pragmatism had become identified. The reaction against progressivism 

after 1920 also became a reaction against pragmatism, among 

conservatives who celebrated America's exceptionalism and achievements 

as well as among radicals who castigated its abuses and inequalities. (9) 

As enthusiasm for pragmatism declined, there was also a turn in interest among American 

intellectuals toward European philosophy and Marxism. After World War II, new 

influences in philosophy took hold, "including existentialism, crisis theory, the cold war, 

psychoanalysis, European modernism, and a cultural conservatism bred of growing 

prosperity and the fear of Communism" (9). By the late 1940s, "pragmatism was 

moribund" (Margolis 25). 

Indeed, pragmatism disappeared fi'om America's intellectual map, and its absence 

stretched over several decades. Many undoubtedly believed that it was gone for good. 

But the first stirrings of its return were felt as early as the 1960s, which "provided a new 

impetus to radical thinking beyond the exhausted Marxism of the Old Left" (Dickstein 

10). Specifically, this meant that social critics and educators were rediscovering an 

interest in issues concerning democracy, rule by elites, and the influence of experts in 

government—interests that had been shared by the late-19"' and early-20"' century 

pragmatists. With the arrival of postmodernism and its shunning of grand narratives, the 



70 

door was opened for intellectuals to become re-acquainted with pragmatism's "skeptical 

theory of knowledge and [...] well-articulated critique of essentialism and 

foundationalism that did not evolve into nihilism but emphasized the contingencies of 

language and context" (Dickstein 11). Furthermore, the view that the "Marxism of the 

1970s and 1980s once again became the God that failed [caused] intellectuals [to] search 

for an incremental, democratic alternative," with a rediscovered liberalism by the French, 

empiricism by the Germans, and pragmatism by the Americans (11). 

In addition to the large-scale movements and trends described above, two 

contemporary philosophers played a major part in re-establishing pragmatism as a focal 

point of American intellectual life. Margolis explains that "pragmatism [. . .] gained a 

second life" in large part because of "the free-wheeling dispute that arose between 

[Richard] Rorty and Hilary Putnam [. ..] in the 1970s" (25). In fact, says Margolis, 

Had not Rorty and Putnam identified themselves as pragmatists in the 

process of reviewing and disputing the professional prospects of realism, 

relativism, knowledge under the conditions of history, public and private 

responsibility and values, no one would have envisaged a "revival." It is a 

genuine revival for all that, and it is succeeding largely because of that 

single contingency. Putnam and Rorty literally tell us how to read the 

pragmatists in order to count themselves as their close progeny. (2-3; 

emphasis in original) 

The revival of pragmatism has worked its way into the discourse of many disciplines and 

fields, including philosophy, social thought, law, and art. Not everyone entering the 
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discourse would consider themselves pragmatists or neopragmatists, but the fact that they 

have entered into the discourse at all indicates that something about the "pragmatic 

temperament," as philosopher Martin Benjamin refers to it, has attracted their curiosity or 

resonated with them in some way. 

In addition to Rorty and Putnam, Steven Mailloux is also an important name in 

the revival of American pragmatism, and his work is especially relevant to my project 

because he explicitly focuses on the connections between pragmatism, rhetoric, and 

English studies. In Reception Histories: Rhetoric, Pragmatism, and American Cultural 

Politics, Mailloux discusses his concept of "reception histories" and his use of the term 

"rhetoric" as meaning "the study of textual effects, of their production and reception" 

(xii). He goes on to indicate that by "reception" he means "another rhetorical approach 

focusing on the historical effects of texts for specific reading communities" (xii). In 

other words, Mailloux presents detailed accounts of rhetorical interpretations performed 

in many places and over an expanse of time going back to the early Sophists. Mailloux's 

work on how different audiences understand particular words and concepts in various 

historical contexts is especially helpful in suggesting effective ways to communicate 

what we in composition studies do and why others should perceive our work as relevant 

and necessary. As I discuss in chapter 5, my pragmatic outlook leads me to believe that 

the process Mailloux discusses will be conducted in incremental and experimental 

fashion, as compositionists look for the best concrete (but provisional) solutions to the 

problems of identity, authority, and ethos that contribute to the malaise that has settled 

over the field. 
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Another area receiving considerable attention within the context of the pragmatic 

revival concerns broader concepts of democracy, the public, and community. The 

discussion of these concepts in particular suggests the difficulty of translating ideas into 

practice, a process that is nevertheless fundamental to addressing cultural fragmentation 

and the postmodern impasse of agency. Within this particular area of the revival of 

pragmatism, some of the questions being explored are the following: What is a 

community? How do we define intertwined or embedded communities and how do they 

relate and interrelate with one another? Is community a useful concept for dealing with 

issues of diversity? These are all important questions for composition studies because of 

the diverse publics we deal with and because of the diverse views among compositionists 

themselves as to what and how we should teach, especially within the context of the first-

year requirement. 

Hilary Putnam, as already noted, has been a major force in the revival of 

pragmatism and has written extensively on Dewey's idea of democracy. In "Pragmatism 

and Democracy: Reconstructing the Logic of John Dewey's Faith," Westbrook analyzes 

Putnam's attempt to provide a logic for Dewey's as yet non-existent "prime condition of 

a democratically organized public" (see Dewey's The Public and its Problems 166). 

Westbrook notes that this logic is bound up in Dewey's notion of a "community of 

inquiry" that must be democratically constituted if inquiry is to be effective. Dewey 

believed that most people in a community were capable of competent participation, 

though the quality of public opinion could be improved ("Pragmatism and Democracy" 

136). Westbrook notes that to accomplish this improvement, "[Dewey] advocated a kind 
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of public education that would reconstruct a common schooling for American children 

that would provide them with the skills and knowledge necessary to effective citizenship" 

(136-137). Putnam, in the words of Westbrook, "concludes that Dewey's logical 

argument for democracy was a logical argument for a radical democracy, one 'which 

develops the capacities of all its men and women to think for themselves, to participate in 

the design and testing of social policies, and to judge results'" (137). 

This leads to Westbrook's attempt to adapt the "logical argument" named by 

Dewey into one for procedural democracy. In order to do so, he looks to a different 

conception of community, namely, a deliberative community, and he theorizes this 

concept by adopting ideas from political theorist Joshua Cohen. "A deliberative 

democracy," Westbrook writes, "is an ongoing, independent association whose members 

share 'a commitment to co-ordinating their activities within institutions that make 

deliberation possible and according to norms that they arrive at through their 

deliberation'" (138). Such a democracy is pluralistic, represented by "'diverse 

preferences, convictions and ideals concerning the conduct of [members'] own lives" 

(138). Interestingly, after brief comment on Cohen's notion and the observation that it 

also would require "a substantial redistribution of power" (138), Westbrook goes on to 

conclude that he does not yet see a way to put this theory into practice (139). 

Like Westbrook, philosopher Richard J. Bernstein focuses on the importance of 

community as fundamental to the pragmatist's idea of democracy. In "Community in the 

Pragmatic Tradition," he explores Peirce's "community of inquirers," Royce's 

"community of interpreters" (143-149), and George Herbert Mead's analysis "of how 
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communities are generated, how selves are formed in a community, and how the type of 

individuality that is achieved in a community is itself dependent on the type of 

community generated" (150). Bernstein's work provides substantial insight into concepts 

of how people think and interact with one another, with the objective of better 

understanding how democratic communities in a pluralistic society might best be 

nurtured. Not surprisingly, education plays a major role. Bernstein notes that regulative 

ideals such as "fallibility, openness, criticism, mutual respect, and recognition [which 

are] essential to understanding [. . .] community" (154-155) resonate with the classical 

pragmatists. He goes on to observe that "cultural pluralism is not simply to be tolerated 

but encouraged in a modern democratic polity" (155). This hopeful attitude is typical of 

a pragmatic outlook, which also demands an ongoing process to put thought into practice 

for the purpose of improving the human condition in local contexts. 

The Pragmatic Outlook 

Culled from the work of the pragmatists and neopragmatists cited above, what I 

mean by a pragmatic outlook begins with the notion that people are communal, which 

suggests that meaning and identity are generated socially within various interrelated, 

overlapping and embedded communities. All of these communities are grounded in 

language practices, and they demonstrate differences from other communities (or often 

within a single community) in the assumptions that are made about language, meaning, 

values, beliefs, and so forth. A fundamental assumption underpinning my outlook is that 

differences within communities necessitate cooperative and sustained discourse, with the 

^Tliroughout the dissertation, 1 use the terms pragmatic outlook, pragmatic approach, pragmatic 
perspective, and pragmatic sensibility interchangeably. 
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objective of creating acceptable outcomes for at least a majority within the communities 

affected. I also assume that certain ideals have sufficient cohesive force to provide broad 

guidance to individual conduct. These ideals are not absolutes (i.e., are not Platonic 

ideals), but are instruments deemed by a majority of those affected to promote the 

common good. These provisional and instrumental ideals allow for notions of freedom, 

equality, fairness, and the like, but obviously these are contested categories and will 

therefore inevitably be the subject of disagreements, in terms of judging exactly how they 

contribute to both the individual and the common good. Managing differences and 

creating desirable or at least tolerable outcomes depends on effective discourse, a process 

that Richard Rorty describes as '"a search for the widest possible intersubjective 

agreement'" (Rorty qtd. in Dickstein 7). This process requires an attitude of mutual 

respect, together with the willingness to enter into the kind of give-and-take that can lead 

to compromise and, therefore, what Patricia Bizzell argues must be a "positive program 

legitimized by an authority that is nevertheless non-foundational" ("Beyond Anti-

Foundationalism" 271). 

A pragmatic outlook can generally be described as positive and hopeful because it 

carries within it the recognition of difference and, at the same time, the possibility of 

provisional consensus for positive outcomes to particular human problems. It is based on 

the assumption that human beings, through the intelligent application of thought and 

ideas combined with action, are agents with the capacity to produce favorable outcomes 

to their problems. Significantly, such outcomes represent not final solutions, but 

temporary transformations of reality that are imperfect but that nevertheless create an 



76 

improvement over the status quo. Thus, a pragmatic outlook encourages the creation of a 

new status quo in a never-ending process of revising thought through action.^ In this 

sense, the pragmatic outlook is fundamentally future-oriented. As an expression of the 

outlook of hope, Rorty writes in the Preface to Philosophy and Social Hope that "The 

most distinctive and praiseworthy human capacity is our ability to trust and to cooperate 

with other people, and in particular to work together so as to improve the future" (xiii). 

Rorty and other neopragmatists perceive success as a contingent outcome that is validated 

by shared experience within a particular context and the extent to which a particular 

course of action has served the human good—^that is, the extent to which a particular 

course of action has improved conditions that adversely affect the human good. Of 

course, the definition of "human good" is open to interpretation, and the differing 

interpretations that will arise when discussing this concept must be addressed through 

discourse and action. Nevertheless, a pragmatic outlook acknowledges the pluralistic 

nature of our society and views the differences it produces as a reality and even a 

strength, as long as differences are not only acknowledged but are also accommodated as 

part of the texture of our society. 

In addition to emphasizing community and hope, the pragmatic outlook also 

acknowledges the importance of context. In order to evaluate and implement a 

meaningful and effective course of action in response to problematic circumstances or 

differences, it is indispensable to understand the context in which we are currently 

^ This understanding of pragmatism challenges the claims of "Marxist critics like Theodor Adomo [who 
believed that] pragmatism was hopelessly wedded to the status quo," as a means of justifying American 
capitalism (Dickstein 9). 
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situated, especially with an eye toward understanding the dominant and competing ideas, 

attitudes, and interests that are circulating and colliding within that situation. In order to 

gain that understanding, it is necessary to consider the evolution of such ideas, attitudes, 

and interests. In a chapter of Reception Histories titled "The Sophistry of Rhetorical 

Pragmatism," Mailloux underscores the importance of context both to rhetoric and to 

pragmatism: "In a particular historical context, one person's principles may be another's 

illegitimate preferences and there is no arhetorical, disinterested way to characterize such 

a dispute" (37). Focusing on the context that surrounds and leads up to problematic 

circumstances and differences creates the possibility of better informed responses to 

them, which in turn increases the likelihood of more favorable outcomes. This viewpoint 

avoids the trap of looking at things in isolation—and of missing the points of view and 

concerns of others that are so essential to effective and ethical discourse and action. 

The pragmatic outlook underpinning my project therefore fully embraces both the 

power of rhetoric and the insights of the classical and contemporary pragmatists. 

Pragmatism is a tool that can be used to demonstrate and describe the process of 

reconciling human problems and differences, leading to actions that produce the best 

outcomes possible within a particular context or rhetorical situation. The pragmatist 

accepts that in a democratic society the specific outcomes desired and advocated by 

particular individuals or groups may not prevail, and moreover that desired outcomes 

may have to be modified or compromised in order to accomplish a goal or address a 

particular exigence. In "Pragmatism and Democracy," Westbrook puts it this way: "To 

use Dewey's language, one might say that a deliberative democracy is an association in 
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which individual members seek by means of deliberation to transform their individual 

'desires' into a collective consensus about what is 'desirable'" (138). Thus, the 

pragmatic outlook means being open to having one's desires shaped (in ways large or 

small) through communication with others. This attitude resonates with Kermeth Burke's 

concept of "identification" or "consubstantiality": 

You persuade a man only insofar as you can talk his language by speech, 

gesture, tonality, order, image, attitude, idea, identifying your ways with 

his. [...] And you give the 'signs' of such consubstantiality by deference 

to an audience's 'opinions.' [...] True, the rhetorician might have to 

change an audience's opinion in one respect; but he can succeed only 

insofar as he yields to that audience's opinions in other respects. {A 

Rhetoric of Motives 55-56) 

Although he never identified himself as a pragmatist or was referred to by others as such, 

Burke's concept of identification resonates with my understanding of what it means to 

combine rhetoric and pragmatism. 

Even more relevant to my project is the important work on situation theory begun 

by Lloyd F. Bitzer and refined by Craig R. Smith and Scott Lybarger, which outlines a 

methodology for dealing with rhetorical situations. Specifically, Smith and Lybarger 

suggest how an informed rhetoric combined with a pragmatic outlook can effectively 

work in practice to achieve positive outcomes even in the face of substantial differences. 

In "The Rhetorical Situation," published in 1968, Bitzer presents the rhetorical 

situation as being made up of rhetor, audience, exigence, and constraints. He summarizes 
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the relationship between the elements in the following way; "First, there must be an 

exigence—a problem or defect, something other than it should be. Second, there must be 

an audience capable of being constrained in thought or action in order to effect positive 

modification of the exigence. Third, there must be a set of constraints capable of 

influencing the rhetor and an audience" (23). Bitzer insists that exigence precedes the 

other elements because it is the exigence that inspires the rhetor to identify an audience 

capable of modifying a particular problem. 

In 1980 Bitzer wrote another essay as a corrective to his earlier work, which many 

scholars had criticized for being grounded in modernist assumptions about the nature of 

reality, knowledge, and language. In "Functional Communication; A Situational 

Perspective," Bitzer concedes that rhetorical situations are usually more complex than his 

earlier superstructure indicated. He then explains that he has altered his original theory to 

include the possibility that rhetorical situations may involve multiple exigences and 

audiences, rather than the single audience and exigence he theorized in 1968. 

Furthermore, he notes that the rhetor and the audience will not always experience the 

same exigence (29). Yet both his earlier and his later work have in common an 

assumption that the elements of the rhetorical situation exist as part of an objective reality 

rather than as a reality dependent upon audience and rhetor perception. It is in this 

fundamental area that the ideological underpinnings of Bitzer's theory conflict with the 

pragmatists' relativistic understanding of knowledge, language, and truth. 

In "Bitzer's Model Reconstructed," published in 1996, Craig R. Smith and Scott 

Lybarger's most useful addition to Bitzer's original and revised theories is their emphasis 
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on perception—on the importance of analyzing a rhetorical situation by examining it 

from different points of view, including both the rhetor's and the audiences'. A central 

claim in their essay is that postmodernism creates rhetorical situations whose complexity 

cannot be fully explored using even the revised version of Bitzer's model: 

His approach limits the interpretations a critic could make of a situation. 

For example, we might call a speech a "fitting response" if it resulted in 

enhancing a politician's image, even though it did not result in the passage 

of drug legislation. If the exigence for the politician was strengthening his 

chances of re-election, then it did in some sense provide a "fitting 

response." We believe it would be wiser for the critic to examine each 

exigence not only in terms of its objectivity arising out of the situation but 

in terms of its subjectivity from the speaker's and the audience's point of 

view. (Smith and Lybarger 210) 

The authors insist that the critic must address the following questions: "Is the speaker's 

assessment of an exigence the same as the audience's? Did the speaker make 

adjustments for differences with audience regarding the perception of and felt interest in 

an exigence?" (210). This enables the critic to assess the effectiveness of a rhetor's 

discourse based on the extent to which she is able to achieve congruence with her 

audience or audiences. By "congruence," Smith and Lybarger are referring to the extent 

to which the rhetor and the audience perceive the same exigencies (206, 210). 

Although Smith and Lybarger do not explicitly ground their work in pragmatism, 

the above questions and the authors' general analytic approach resonate with the 
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pragmatic outlook outlined above, for their model acknowledges contingency while 

simultaneously providing a means of claiming agency within the complex rhetorical 

situations that arise in a fragmented, postmodern world. I draw on their work, both 

directly and indirectly, in the following two chapters, which focus on the Writing about 

Difference controversy. As already discussed, a fundamental tenet of pragmatism is that 

knowledge and beliefs gain legitimacy only insofar as they lead to useful, concrete 

actions and behaviors. James' controversial and often misunderstood reference to the 

"cash-value" of particular ideas and beliefs (Pragmatism 509), for example, suggests the 

importance of using knowledge to create positive change and to act, rather than treating 

theories as insular, decontextualized units that exist for no apparent reason other than for 

the sake of themselves. While the term "pragmatism" is often associated with the 

expedient rather than the ethical (much as the word "rhetoric" is often perceived), the 

philosophical pragmatists' emphasis on the correlation and tension between thought and 

action can actually be perceived as encouraging rhetors to keep ethical considerations 

within our field of vision at all times. Indeed, the pragmatist would view a choice 

between ethics and expediency as just another dualism that rhetors must incrementally 

work to reconcile. 

In the next two chapters, I explore one particular and defining moment in 

composition studies; the Writing about Difference controversy at UT Austin in 1990. By 

analyzing this controversy, I hope to demonstrate what compositionists seeking to 

develop and implement irmovative first-year composition courses stand to gain by 
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embracing the underlying assumptions of pragmatism as they have been discussed in this 

chapter. 
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Chapter Three: Context on the "Writing about Difference" Controversy and an 

Analysis of Detractors' Complaints 

I begin this chapter by constructing a narrative of the "Writing about Difference" 

controversy as a means of contextualizing the analysis that follows. I review various 

compositionists' readings of the controversy, focusing in particular on a question they all 

address: whether a different outcome was possible. I then address that question myself 

because doing so can provide insight to other compositionists who face powerful 

conservative forces that are interested in preventing them from implementing innovative 

first-year composition courses like Brodkey's. 

In order to address the question of whether Brodkey could have saved her course, 

I first provide a detailed description of the syllabus. Doing so is useful because scholars 

writing about the controversy argue about and label Brodkey's course without describing 

in any detail the actual document she created. Providing such context is ethically 

important to any project that involves labeling, categorizing, or naming something 

produced by another. I then provide a review of critics' complaints, identifying the 

ideological assumptions underpinning their discourse and the way in which those 

assumptions reveal conflicting attitudes about the compositionist's identity, authority, 

and ethos. An analysis of detractors' assumptions sets the stage for a discussion of how a 

pragmatic approach could have been useful in persuading detractors to support (or at least 

think differently about) a course that seemed to conflict with their values, concerns, and 

beliefs. 
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Narrative of the "Writing about Difference" Controversy 

In 1990, a controversy erupted in the already-troubled English department at the 

University of Texas at Austin. What began as a local disagreement about a first-year 

composition syllabus soon became spotlighted in the national press and was written about 

in prominent newspapers by such political pundits as George Will. The composition 

syllabus that caused the furor, "Writing about Difference," was crafted by Linda 

Brodkey, then an Associate Professor of English at UT Austin and Director of Lower-

Division Writing.^ 

The syllabus was going to be used by the graduate student instructors new to 

teaching English 306: Rhetoric and Composition (E-306), which is equivalent to many 

universities' English 101 course. After their first year of teaching, however, the graduate 

students would be free "to design their own courses" ("Writing Permitted" 140). 

Working with her to design the syllabus was a small team of faculty and graduate 

students which came to be known as the Ad Hoc Syllabus-Writing Group. This team 

consisted of twelve people—five faculty members (including and headed by Brodkey), 

six graduate students, and the administrative assistant for the program. From mid-May 

through mid-July of 1990 they met once or twice a week, working hard to revise and 

refine the syllabus for "Writing about Difference," which they planned to put into 

practice during the fall 1990 semester ("Hard Cases" 230). 

' Linda Brodkey is currently a Professor in the Department of Literature at the University of California at 
San Diego, where she is also Director of the Warren College Writing Program. 
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'J 
The syllabus that took shape focused on teaching students an approach to 

argumentation using the concepts and terminology in Stephen Toulmin's The Uses of 

Argument. The topic Brodkey chose for the course was difference, and course readings 

were to include essays and court opinions dealing with such issues as race, gender, sexual 

orientation, bilingualism, and physical disability ("Hard Cases" 231; 233). Initially, 

Brodkey also plarmed to require students to purchase a social issues reader by Paula S. 

Rothenberg titled Racism and Sexism: An Integrated Study ("Syllabus" 212); however, 

she dropped this text from the list in June, realizing that "we couldn't figure out how to 

use enough of it to justify asking students to buy the book" ("Troubles" 186). This 

textbook is worth mentioning because its title seems to have been particularly repugnant 

to a wide variety of people, both inside and outside the department, who ultimately 

criticized the course (see Brodkey and Fowler, and "Making" 244). Many critics seem 

not to have known that the book was dropped; and in any case, the terms "racism" and 

"sexism" remained associated with Brodkey's course long after she had abandoned the 

Rothenberg text. 

The English department at UT Austin was no stranger to inter-departmental 

conflict and stress. Indeed, Brodkey has noted that there was "a long and bitter history of 

conflict between composition and literary studies in the English department at Texas" 

before she ever arrived there ("Writing Permitted" 140). This conflict came to a head in 

1985, when the English department fired its writing lecturers and therefore "lost nearly 

all the instructors whose practical knowledge of composition justified pedagogical 

^ A copy of Brodkey's syllabus appears in Writing Permitted in Designated Areas Only, and it is 
reproduced here (with permission) as an Appendix. 
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autonomy" (140). Because of the department's sudden dearth of writing instructors, the 

two-semester freshman composition sequence was collapsed into a single semester 

course; instead of teaching writing based on literary texts, as had previously been the 

case, the curriculum now required that instructors teach writing using expository prose. 

According to Brodkey, this switch from literature to exposition was supposed to 

be seen as a consolation prize for the remaining compositionists, intended to make up for 

the mass firing that took place in 1985 by acknowledging that a writing program should 

be oriented around composition theory rather than literature ("Writing Permitted" 141). 

The new policy created more problems than it solved, however, because most of the 

graduate students responsible for teaching E-306 were studying literature rather than 

rhetoric and composition and thus lacked the experience to create their own syllabi for 

the course. As Brodkey puts it, "[GJraduate students in literary studies typically know a 

good deal less about expository prose than about literature," and these instructors had 

"fared poorly as teachers of composition" on student evaluations (141). Thus, when 

Brodkey was named Director of Lower-Division English in 1989, she decided to create a 

common syllabus as one step towards addressing this problem. She reasoned that a 

common syllabus would provide the graduate students who were new to teaching E-306 

with much-needed guidance ("Syllabus" 211). In the fall of 1989 Brodkey started to plan 

the new course, and by spring of 1990, she and her Ad-Hoc Syllabus Writing Group were 

hard at work drafting the syllabus. 

As its title suggests, the topic of the course was difference. Brodkey chose this 

subject, in large part, as a response to racially-motivated hate crimes that occurred at UT 
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Austin during the spring of 1990. Although she does not detail the nature of these 

crimes, she does note that a couple of fraternities apparently instigated them, and that 

they inspired several rallies on the part of African-American, Chicana/Chicano, and 

gay/lesbian groups on campus ("Hard Cases" 233). In his version of events, journalist 

Richard Bernstein provides a more detailed account, describing two incidents that gave 

rise to the rallies and protests Brodkey mentions. The first involved the Phi Gamma 

Delta fraternity, which distributed, at their reception for new pledges, tee-shirts depicting 

the body of Michael Jordan with the head of "Sambo." The second incident involved the 

Tau Delta Tau fraternity. In this case, a car parked in front of the fraternity was spray-

painted with the following words: "FUCK COONS" and "FUCK YOU NIGS DIE." 

Although it was never proved that a member of Tau Delta Tau painted these words on the 

car, Bernstein explains that many assumed this to be the case (292-93). 

Believing that the most meaningful writing and writing instruction arise out of 

local rhetorical situations, Brodkey felt that the turbulent events on campus, whoever 

instigated them, called for a first-year writing course that dealt with discrimination in the 

context of education and employment. "One way or another," she explains, "people 

[were] talking about difference—at home, in the dorms, and on the streets as well as in 

voting booths and on talk shows [...]. 'Writing about Difference' attempt[ed] to take an 

issue in which there [was] already heated interest and make it an occasion for intellectual 

inquiry [.. .]" ("Hard Cases" 233). 

As Brodkey and the Ad-Hoc Syllabus Writing Group drafted and revised the 

syllabus during spring of 1990, the rumor mill kicked into high gear, and opposition to 
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the course began to build steadily on campus (Brodkey and Fowler). Some of that 

opposition came directly from the English department. Especially prominent were four 

professors—two in literature and two in composition—who took their concerns about the 

course to the school newspaper and the local press ("Writing Permitted" 146). Before 

long, many of these comments had been reproduced in national publications such as the 

New York Times. 

Several UT professors outside the English department also publicly opposed 

Writing about Difference. For example, philosophy professor Dan Bonevac denounced 

the course on a local television show, declaring it "Marxism 306" (Henson and Philpott). 

And fifty-six faculty members publicized their opposition to Brodkey's course by signing 

their names on an advertisement called "A Statement of Academic Concern" that ran in 

the Daily Texan. Brodkey notes that this Statement was frill of "unsupported allegations 

and hyperboles," including an erroneous reference to the course title as being 

"Difference—Racism and Sexism" ("Writing Permitted" 146), which undoubtedly 

referred back to the Rothenberg reader that Brodkey had long since dropped from the 

reading list. The ad states, "' [T]he new curriculum for Freshman English distorts the 

fundamental purpose of a composition class—^to enhance a student's ability to write—by 

subordinating instruction in writing to the discussion of social issues and, potentially, to 

the advancement of specific political positions'" ("Writing Permitted" 146). It turns out 

that the Texas Association of Scholars (TAS), an affiliate of the conservative National 

Association of Scholars (NAS), paid for this advertisement, although its name appears 

nowhere on it (Henson and Philpott). Brodkey explains that several of the faculty 
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members who signed the advertisement later claimed not to have known that it was paid 

for by the TAS, the implication being that had they known about the ad's anonymous 

(and problematic) source of funding, many would have refused to sign it ("Troubles" 

189). 

It was at this point, in July 1990, that "[l]ocal frenzy over the syllabus seemed to 

come to a head" ("Troubles" 184). Unfortunately, the university administration failed to 

support Brodkey by upholding her authority as Director of Lower Division English. 

Although Dean of Liberal Arts Standish Meacham originally showed support for 

Brodkey and her course, this support was inconsistent and, eventually, was rescinded 

("Making" 254). On July 23, he armounced his decision "'to postpone the 

implementation of the new curriculum for English 306 for one year' because 

'misunderstandings about the course expressed within the University community' 

necessitated 'additional time for planning and consultation'" (236). By September, 

Brodkey began to suspect that postponement really meant cancellation. She writes, "In 

standing mute throughout the long months of negative publicity, the central 

administration only confirmed my early impression that Writing about Difference would 

be permanently postponed" (254). 

In the meantime, Brodkey and all the instructors of E-306 were placed in an 

abominable position. More than 1500 students were registered to take the course during 

the fall of 1990, and after Dean Meacham's July 23 announcement, Brodkey and the Ad-

Hoc Syllabus Writing Group had less than one month to create a new course for those 

students ("Making" 255). As Brodkey explains it. 
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We had to rush-order a textbook, develop instructions for its use, 

redesign ail the teaching workshops we had prepared for Writing about 

Difference, and meet with demoralized faculty members and graduate 

students. An already overworked support staff was besieged by phone 

calls from parents, students, faculty members, assorted members of the 

fourth estate, and cranks. (255) 

It is painful to imagine how disheartened Brodkey must have felt during this time. 

Throughout the fall 1990 semester, she requested meetings with university 

president William Curmingham, hoping to gain permission to pilot a few sections of 

"Writing about Difference." But she claims that Cunningham refused to meet with her. 

In January of 1991, Dean Meacham resigned, leaving Brodkey even more disheartened 

than she had been before, having lost the one member of central administration who had 

offered at least intermittent support. Later that same year, Brodkey resigned her position 

at UT Austin ("Troubles" 182, 191). Although the "Writing about Difference" syllabus 

was piloted with effective results at the University of Rhode Island , Miami University, 

and the University of Mississippi, it was never implemented at UT Austin (Crowley 230; 

McClelland 270). 

^ At the University of Rhode Island, the course was called Cultural Studies and was only one version of 
first-year composition taught in the writing program. 
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Compositionists' Readings of the Controversy: The Question of Whether a Different 

Outcome was Possible 

Various compositionists have written about Brodkey's 1990 ordeal, some 

devoting entire essays to it (e.g., McClelland; Harkin; Anderson), and others referring to 

it more briefly (e.g., Faigley; Bleich). One question that is addressed either directly or 

indirectly by each of these scholars is whether Brodkey could have done anything to 

salvage Writing about Difference once opposition to it began to build on campus and in 

the popular press. 

In "A Writing Program Administrator's Response," Ben W. McClelland argues 

that Brodkey might indeed have been able to implement her new curriculum had she 

responded to the crisis differently. What guaranteed the demise of the course, he says, 

was her failure to understand either the political climate of the department or that of UT 

Austin as a whole. Specifically, Brodkey's attempt at "progressive curricular reform" 

was unsuccessful because she did not recognize and grapple with the complex problems 

that already existed in the UT Austin English department before she became Director of 

Lower-Division English (McClelland 268-69). 

Creating the sustained metaphor of a ship captain navigating stormy weather, 

McClelland turns Brodkey's experience into a cautionary tale for all compositionists, 

particularly those who are WPAs. In order to gain support for innovations to a 

composition curriculum, one must engage in "shrewd piloting" of a writing program's 

"political stream" and the "strong eddies and hidden undercurrents" in it (265). Making 

his response more concrete, McClelland contends that Brodkey might have succeeded in 
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syllabus, rather than waiting for them to approach her after the fact (268). He suggests 

that creating such a dialogue might have enabled a compromise that would have salvaged 

Writing about Difference. 

Echoing McClelland, Virginia Anderson insists that Brodkey might have been 

able to save her course had she handled the situation differently. In "Property Rights: 

Exclusion as Moral Action in 'The Battle of Texas,'" Anderson argues that the demise of 

Writing about Difference can be traced to Brodkey's lack of attention to the concept of 

property rights, territory, and control (Anderson 448, 455, 470). She writes, "We can 

treat people who have accepted our authority very differently from those over whom we 

have yet to establish authority. One thing that is very clear [. ..] is that [Brodkey's] 

assumptions about her authority compromised her ability to manage the unconverted 

public" (456). Thus, Anderson argues that Brodkey was naive to assume that others 

would automatically share her understanding of—and therefore honor—her authority and 

expertise as a compositionist. 

Anderson insists that Brodkey would have been more persuasive if she had taken 

into account the perspectives of even her most "pernicious" critics, including the 

"reactionary social critics and journalists and the recalcitrants within the department 

[. . .]" (469). Paradoxically, she suggests, doing so would ultimately have given Brodkey 

more control over the curriculum, not less. Drawing on the theories of Jean-Francois 

Lyotard and Emmanuel Levinas, Anderson posits the importance of listening, which she 

defines as "our relation with otherness" (467). She emphasizes that we must listen to all 
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the voices that have "shaped our space" (468) because the voices that offend or alarm us 

are often just as likely as those we like or respect to affect what happens within that space 

(469). Anderson does not deny that composition studies is largely misunderstood by the 

public, but she does reject the conclusion "that Brodkey's failure exposes an immutable 

impasse between compositionists and outside others," a fear that she insists continues to 

pervade the field (449). Ultimately, Anderson's essay marks an attempt to understand 

how compositionists might leam to engage in meaningful dialogue with the public and 

with conservatives within the academy. 

In 2001, about a year after "Property Rights" appeared in College English, that 

same journal published a "Comment" on Anderson's article. In his short letter to 

Anderson, David Bleich expresses outrage over her critique of Brodkey, insisting that 

Brodkey faced insurmountable forces at UT Austin and that her handling of the situation 

was courageous. "It is heartbreaking to me," Bleich writes, "that what happened at Texas 

should have led to a criticism of the person who managed to follow the rules and teach us 

her ideals simultaneously" (370). He argues that it is unreasonable to expect "censored" 

compositionists "to stop and listen patiently to the dictator's 'narrative'" when we 

"already know how 'high' the dictator is" (370). Bleich rebukes Anderson for using 

"[her] wide reading, [her] clear writing, and [her] interest and involvement in the subject 

of writing" to criticize the way in which Brodkey responded to the controversy (370). 

In her eloquent and well-reasoned response Anderson defends her original article 

by emphasizing that her purpose was not to criticize Brodkey on a personal level, but to 

encourage compositionists to think in a different way about what we stand to gain from 
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listening to "the dictator." Her project in the original article, she writes, was "to imagine 

rhetorical criticism as a way of bringing many minds together to work out difficult 

problems [. . .] so that the challenges faced by some can smooth the future for us all," 

"Virginia Anderson Responds" (371). 

Like David Bleich, Anne J. Herrington contends that Brodkey faced 

insurmountable forces at UT Austin, and she insists that Brodkey's course would have 

been doomed no matter what she did. In her 1997 review of Brodkey's Writing 

Permitted in Designated Areas Only, Herrington praises the volume as a whole, noting as 

particularly important the tragic lesson that emerges for our field. She writes, "This 

account [of the UT Austin debacle] serves, for me, as a valuable object lesson in the 

limits of argument. [. ..] Extremists, organizing emotional fears over challenges to the 

established canon and to their own privilege, made reasoned discussion impossible" 

(Herrington 582). Unlike McClelland and Anderson, then, Herrington argues that there 

was nothing Brodkey could have done to save her course, the "extremists" rendering her 

helpless. The implication of this argument is that when any progressive compositionist 

finds herself faced with powerful conservative forces, there is no point in trying to argue 

with them. 

Lester Faigley is another compositionist who casts doubt on the possibility that 

Brodkey could have altered the fate of Writing about Difference. In Fragments of 

Rationality, published in 1992, he notes that while Americans were clearly infatuated 

with diversity during this period when it came to buying exotic products and dining at 

ethnic restaurants, they simultaneously abhorred the idea of multiculturalism or 
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Faigley's mind, that the public still expects first-year composition classes to consist of 

either literature appreciation or grammar remediation. He writes, "[I]n nonacademic 

forums [...] composition theory is almost totally unknown. [...] In spite of nearly thirty 

years of scholarship [...] composition studies has not reached square one in convincing 

much of the public that writing should be understood as a process" (77). Faigley argues 

that while people are prepared to read about breakthroughs in scientific research, they are 

not open to reading about innovations in English Studies (77-78). And so when 

compositionists try to do something innovative or sophisticated with a first-year 

composition course, the potential for a conflict automatically arises between that effort 

and outsiders' expectation for tradition (i.e., the reading of literary texts) and basic skills 

(i.e., instruction in grammar). 

Given the doubt Faigley expresses about fruitful communication between 

compositionists and resistant outsiders, it follows from this line of reasoning that 

Brodkey could not have convinced opponents to support Writing about Difference. 

Although Faigley does not directly state that alleviating this kind of insider/outsider 

impasse is impossible, he implies that it is by neglecting to offer any strategies whereby 

Brodkey (or any other compositionist in her position) might have been able to persuade 

detractors to see things her way and/or to support Writing about Difference. 

Like Herrington, Faigley, and Bleich, Patricia Harkin expresses the view that 

Brodkey's hands were tied as a rhetor and that, by extension, there exists little possibility 

of productive communication between compositionists and outsiders as a general rule. In 
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"Narrating Conflict," she claims that "theory might still help us to act, within our 

situations, to change things" when we face the sorts of problems Brodkey faced at UT 

Austin (279). Yet she follows this claim with another that contradicts it. She writes, 

"Brodkey's own theoretical and narrational power [was] no match for the well-financed 

political weaponry of the Texas Assocation of Scholars. This powerlessness is a 

condition of postmodern life [. . .]" (281). By the end of her essay, Harkin has claimed 

that theory may help compositionists to act, but she has offered no concrete ways in 

which it might do so; instead, she has taken great strides toward proving that theory is no 

help at all when we face powerful opponents. As was true of Herrington, Faigley, and 

Bleich, then, Harkin leaves her readers with an image of Brodkey—and, by extension, 

any compositionist in her position—as a helpless victim. 

It is worth noting that the majority of scholars whose work I review above seem 

convinced that Brodkey faced insurmountable forces during her ordeal. The outcome of 

the controversy, therefore, was inevitable. Moreover, they imply that Brodkey's 

helplessness when confronted with these conservative and well-financed forces is what 

other compositionists can expect if and when they find themselves trying to establish 

progressive first-year composition courses within contexts that are comprised of the same 

sorts of cultural and political circumstances as those that existed during the Brodkey 

controversy. 

My own reading of the controversy leads me to a different conclusion. In order to 

assess the extent to which a different outcome might have been possible in 1990,1 

believe it is necessary to begin with a detailed description of the syllabus being discussed. 



The compositionists mentioned above argue about and label Writing about Difference 

without providing such a description, and there is a noticeable disparity between the 

labels they assign to it. For example, McClelland refers to the course as "progressive" 

(262), Anderson calls it "critically sophisticated" (446), Faigley labels it as being "in 

most respects [...] typical" (75), and Harkin claims that it bears the mark of "postmodern 

feminism" (282).^ In many cases, it is unclear whether these scholars have labeled the 

course based simply on what they have heard about it in the professional literature, or if 

they have arrived at that label after studying the document itself 

The fact that there is such a lack of consensus among compositionists about how 

to characterize Brodkey's course suggests that Writing about Difference is a text whose 

meaning is wide-open to multiple interpretations. Moreover, all of these labels may be 

viewed as accurate, depending on the perspective of the people describing the syllabus 

and the aspect of the text upon which they choose to focus. The syllabus' lack of fixed 

meaning, I argue, can be perceived as having opened up a space for Brodkey to convince 

conservative critics to conceive of the course in terms more compatible with their own 

values, beliefs, and assumptions. 

A Description of the "Writing about Difference" Syllabus 

The Writing about Difference syllabus has been reproduced in Writing Permitted 

in Designated Areas Only, Linda Brodkey's collection of essays and presentations 

published in 1996. The syllabus lists required readings and writing assignments, 

followed by a daily calendar. A close reading of this document reveals an unusually 

Brodkey herself labels the course as "poststructuralist." See chapter 4 for an in-depth discussion of 
Brodkey's discourse about her syllabus and the controversy surrounding it. 
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focused, coherent, student-centered, and rigorous course. It is centered around the topic 

of difference in educational and occupational contexts, exploring that topic by requiring 

students to study actual court cases. One of the distinguishing features of the course was 

that it was going to require less reading and more writing than many first-year 

composition courses. But the reading requirement should not be misconstrued as light; 

students were going to read texts written in varying degrees of legal and academic 

language, texts that were going to require a sophisticated level of active reading and 

critical thinking. 

Each student was going to be responsible for reading two court opinions and five 

essays—four essays assigned to everyone, and the fifth to accompany a court opinion 

assigned to their group. In addition, they were to be given course packets with copies of 

all reading materials, so that interested students could read all court opinions, not just the 

ones they were assigned. They were going to be required to purchase The Scott, 

Foresman Handbook for Writers, by Maxine Hairston and John Ruskiewicz (two of 

Brodkey's colleagues—and detractors—in the UT Austin English department). This 

handbook contains the usual information about style and usage points, and it also covers 

such issues as invention, fallacies, and peer response. 

Two of the essays students were going to be assigned were by Martha Minow, a 

Law Professor at Harvard University. The book in which these texts appear. Making All 

the Difference: Inclusion, Exclusion, and American Law, had not yet been published 

when Brodkey was designing her course; therefore, she gained permission from Minow 

to use two proof chapters. These chapters are titled "Making a Difference" and "Sources 



of Difference." In a nutshell, they examine the tendency toward binary thinking that 

underlies the American legal system. In particular, Minow analyzes the ways in which 

people our society traditionally deems "different"—e.g., the disabled, gays and lesbians, 

people of color, unwed teen mothers—are not fairly represented by a largely dualistic 

legal system that is in many ways ineffectual in dealing with social complexity and 

ambiguity. 

Another essay on the assigned reading list was a working paper by Peggy 

Mcintosh: "White Privilege and Male Privilege: A Personal Account of Coming to See 

Correspondence through Work in Women's Studies." Mcintosh was then and is today 

Associate Director of the Wellesley College Center for Research on Women and the 

founder of the National SEED (Seeking Educational Equity and Diversity) Project on 

Inclusive Curriculum. Brodkey explains that in the Mcintosh essay she was going to use 

for her course, the author identifies "homologies between the privileges males have in 

relation to females and those white people have in relation to people of color" ("Hard 

Cases" 235). When reading Mcintosh's essay, students would have focused particularly 

on issues of stereotyping in American culture (240). 

Students also would have read Sweatt v. Painter, the 1950 Supreme Court 

decision that ended legal segregation at the University of Texas. The case involved a 

black man named Heman Sweatt, whom the University of Texas law school refused to 

admit when he applied there in 1946. Brodkey explains that Sweatt "sued and lost at all 

three state court levels, but eventually won the case in the United States Supreme Court 

in 1950" ("Hard Cases" 241). In conjunction with this case, students would have read 
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"The Spurs of Texas Are Upon You," an essay taken from a history/political science 

book by Richard Kluger titled Simple Justice: The History of Brown v. Board of 

Education and Black America's Struggle for Equality. {Sweatt v. Painter was one of the 

cases known collectively as Brown v. Board of Education.) It seems likely that studying 

Sweatt V. Painter would have been particularly interesting to the students taking—and the 

T.A.s teaching—Writing about Difference, given that it was their own university being 

discussed. 

In addition, students would have been responsible for reading one essay and one 

court opinion assigned solely to their group. (The class was to be divided into five 

groups, which would work together on various projects throughout the semester.) Group 

1 would have read Chambers v. Omaha Girls Club, Inc. This case involved a young 

black woman named Crystal Chambers, an unmarried arts and crafts teacher who was 

fired from the Omaha Girls Club when she became pregnant ("Hard Cases" 238). The 

court ruled in favor of the Club, arguing that Chambers had violated the clause in her 

contract that stipulated she be a "good role model" to the "largely adolescent, black, 

female population" of the Club ("Writing Permitted" 143). At the time that the syllabus 

was cancelled, Brodkey had not yet come up with an essay to accompany Group 1 's court 

case ("Troubles" 187). 

Group 2 was assigned to read Gutierrez v. Municipal Court ofS.E. Judicial 

District, County of Los Angeles and Bill Piatt's "Toward Domestic Recognition of a 

Human Right to Language" published in the Houston Law Review. The Gutierrez court 

case involved the issue of English-only policies in the workplace and whether or not such 
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policies create a negative or hostile working environment for employees. In this 

particular case, "the court recognized that requiring the use of English only is often used 

to mask national origin discrimination. [. . .] The court stated that because language and 

accents are identifying characteristics, rules that have a negative effect on bilingual 

persons, individuals with accents, or non-English speakers may be mere pretexts for 

intentional national origin discrimination" ("Policy Guidance"). 

Group 3 was assigned to read Nelson v. Thornburgh, a case involving disability in 

the workplace. At issue was a visually impaired worker who wanted the employer to 

provide someone to read documents to him. The court ultimately ruled that in this case, 

"What matters to that individual's job is not the ability to read per se, but rather the 

ability to take in, process, and act on information. The provision of a reader in these 

circumstances does not eliminate an essential function, but rather permits the individual 

with a disability to perform that essential function" ("FindLaw"). The essay to be read in 

tandem with this court case was Richard K. Scotch's "Disability as the Basis for a Social 

Movement: Advocacy and the Politics of Definition," published in the Journal of Social 

Issues. 

Group 4 was assigned to read University of Pennsylvania v. EEOC. In this case, 

the University of Pennsylvania denied tenure to Assistant Professor Rosalie Tung, who 

filed a charge with the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC). Tung 

claimed that the University discriminated against her based on her race, sex, and national 

origin. During the course of its investigation, the EEOC requested Tung's tenure-review 

file as well as the files of five male faculty members who had supposedly received fairer 
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treatment than Tung. The University refused to provide the files, claiming that doing so 

would violate academic freedom and "the confidentiality promised to reviewers." In this 

particular case, the court ruled "that the need to ferret out invidious discrimination served 

a compelling government interest which justified inspection of confidential files" {U of 

Penn v. EEOC). At the time that the syllabus was cancelled, Brodkey had not decided on 

an essay to accompany Group 4's court case. 

Group 5 was going to be assigned one of two cases, and Brodkey was going to 

leave it up to instructors to decide which one to assign in their individual classrooms. The 

first possibility was Fricke v. Lynch, involving a male high school student who wanted to 

take another boy to the high school prom and who sued to overturn the school principal's 

prohibition against same-sex prom escorts ("Hard Cases" 237). If instructors felt that the 

issue of free expression in the context of sexual orientation was too volatile a topic for 

first-year college students, they would have been free to substitute Lanz by Lanz v. 

Ambach. This case involved a female student who wanted to play on her high school's 

all-male football team ("Syllabus" 213). Instructors assigning Fricke v. Lynch would 

have paired it with Donna J. Dennis and Ruth E. Harlow's "Gay Youth and the Right to 

Education," published in the Yale Law and Policy Review. Those who opted for Lanz by 

Lanz V. Ambach would have paired the case with Deborah Rhode's "Association and 

Assimilation," published in Justice and Gender: Sex Discrimination and the Law. 

Students were to be assigned to write ten short writing assigrmients, referred to as 

"scripts," most of which were to be about 50 words in length. Although the specific 

purpose of each script varied, they generally required students to summarize readings. 
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Script Assignment 1, for example, students were to "cite a passage from Martha Minow's 

essay [...] and explain (in about 50 words) why [.. .] it is worth thinking about" 

("Syllabus" 216). Descriptions of all ten scripts can be found in the Appendix to this 

project. 

These ten scripts fed into the six major writing assignments for the course. 

Writing Assignment 1 involved students working in one of the five assigned groups I 

have mentioned above. Each group was to summarize one of the assumptions about 

difference that Minow analyzes in Making All the Difference. For example, one of the 

assumptions she examines is the pervasive concept in legal discourse of difference being 

intrinsic. Group 1 would have been assigned to write a 200-300 word summary of 

Minow's analysis of that assumption, locating her argument and examining the evidence 

used to support her central claim. 

The second major writing assignment was an offshoot of the first and was also 

related to the two Minow readings. Working in their groups, students were going to rank 

the summaries they had created in the first writing assignment, with a "1" being the 

strongest summary, and a "5" the weakest. They were then to identify and list the criteria 

governing these rankings—an excellent approach to getting students away from vague 

assertions about quality and toward an ability to articulate specific characteristics that 

distinguish good writing from poor in particular contexts. The next step in the 

assignment was for students "to develop a collective summary that best represent[ed] 

Minow's argument against the assumption assigned to [their] group" ("Syllabus" 217). 
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Like the first Writing Assignment, this one was to be 200-300 words, but here, students 

were to append a 50-word statement "explaining the criterion or criteria used to create the 

group summary [...]" (218). As many writing teachers would agree, this kind of 

reflection provides excellent practice for students, and it helps teachers understand their 

students' writing contexts, which in turn enables better feedback and more accurate 

grading practices. 

Writing Assignments 3-6 were to be longer than the first two. In the third writing 

assignment, each group was to be assigned a cluster of stereotypes. Group 1, for 

example, was to be assigned the cluster of unwed mother/philanthropist/pregnant 

teen/role model. Each member of Group 1 would choose one of the stereotypes in that 

cluster and generate a list of traits associated with it. The next step would be conducting 

library research in order to complicate the stereotype, and then discussing that research 

with the group. The final product, an essay which was to be roughly 700 words in length, 

needed "to include (1) a definition of the stereotype, (2) an analysis of insights and 

limitations of that commonly accepted definition, incorporating information from [their] 

library sources, and (3) a critique of unstated assumption(s) not dealt with by the 

stereotype, incorporating information from Minow [. . .]" ("Syllabus" 218). 

Writing Assignment 4, like assignments 1 and 2, was what I consider to be a 

particularly valuable assignment for teaching students to become better writers. By 

"better writers," I mean rhetorically effective as communicators—able to adapt written 

discourse to alleviate the exigencies posed by particular rhetorical situations. Here, 

Brodkey's assignment would have worked toward this pedagogical goal by requiring 
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students to write a 500- to 700-word review essay of an academic article assigned to their 

group. This assignment would have required students to approach their task 

rhetorically—not just to write a summary of the article they read, but to identify the 

concrete characteristics that a scholarly audience expects to find in this particular genre. 

Writing Assignment 5 asked students to re-read the particular court case assigned 

to their group, and to summarize and evaluate one of three opinions/arguments within 

that case: majority opinion, minority opinion, or dissenting opinion. This essay was to 

be 700 words. Writing Assignment 6 provided a similar task, but it asked students to 

approach their assigned court case from a different angle, this time summarizing both the 

defendant's and the plaintiffs cases and evaluating both with respect to law and 

circumstances. Students were then to write a 500- to 700-word opinion of their own, 

presenting their reasons for siding with either the defendant or the plaintiff. 

Assumptions Underpinning Detractors' Complaints and Possible Responses 

Suggested by a Pragmatic Outlook 

Criticisms of Writing about Difference came from many quarters, both inside and 

outside composition studies. In the months and years following the controversy, several 

compositionists wrote about the debacle in an effort to make sense of it; in an earlier 

section of this chapter I have already reviewed the work of composition scholars who 

were specifically interested in whether Brodkey could have salvaged her course. In the 

following section, I present and analyze arguments written by compositionists who 

opposed the course. I also discuss the criticisms of an academic from the UT Austin 

literature department who was particularly outspoken during the controversy, as well as 
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the arguments of non-academics who opposed the course. Peter Mortensen has noted that 

most of what non-academics heard about the debacle came from two non-academic 

sources: George Will's "Radical English," which originally appeared in the Washington 

Post in 1990, and especially Richard Bernstein's 1994 Dictatorship of Virtue^—a 

bestselling book that received positive reviews from such sources as the Wall Street 

Journal and Commonweal (Mortensen 201). I therefore use these two texts to represent 

non-academics' criticisms. 

The arguments written by Brodkey's critics can be organized around the three 

overlapping issues that seemed to concern them most: prescription of topic; teacher 

competence and student need; and indoctrination/politicized instruction. 

Prescription of Topic 

In "Topic or Pedagogy?" Mark Andrew Clark argues that the prescribed topic was 

a weakness rather than a strength of Brodkey's course. He does not object to the topic of 

difference per se; rather, he emphasizes how important it is that students and teachers 

have control over subject matter. He writes, "To take away a student's power to choose a 

topic that interests him or her, as well as a teacher's power to generate a topic, can be as 

oppressive as what Brodkey claims trade book publishers impose on students and 

teachers" (273-74). Maxine Hairston voices a similar complaint in "Diversity, Ideology, 

and Teaching Writing," although she limits her criticisms to the way in which a 

prescribed topic is detrimental to students. Hairston insists that students must generate 

topics of their own based on their personal experiences, and she provides several 

^ Richard Bernstein, the journalist who wrote Dictatorship of Virtue, should not be confused with neo-
pragmatist philosopher Richard J. Bernstein. 
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examples to illustrate what these topics might include: a student from Malawi might 

write about his tribal legends, while another might recount how hard it was, as a 

Vietnamese immigrant, to attend his first day of school ("Diversity" 191). 

Beneath Clark's and Hairston's remarks lie some important assumptions. First, 

the value that both place on individualism and student autonomy can be seen as arising 

out of the expressivist perspective described in chapter 1. Hairston in particular seems 

committed to the belief that students are prepared only to write about an authentic self, 

which assumes that the purpose of writing is to give shape to pre-existing knowledge. 

The value that Clark places on individualism takes him in a different direction. Whereas 

Hairston focuses her attention strictly on the student's role in the classroom, Clark is 

particularly concerned with the implications of a prescribed topic for the writing teacher's 

academic freedom. 

Some would undoubtedly agree with Clark and Hairston that Brodkey's syllabus 

is overly directive because it provides a topic for students and their teachers, rather than 

encouraging them to invent their own. This potentially implies that they are incapable of 

discovering or creating subjects worth writing about, thereby infantilizing students and 

denying teachers their legitimate authority as writing experts. Yet a pragmatic outlook 

suggests ways in which Writing about Difference could be shown to resonate with the 

beliefs and assumptions of critics like Clark and Hairston. Drawing heavily on John 

Dewey and the implications of his work for disciplinary and institutional transformation, 

English professor David B. Downing explains in "The Political Consequences of 

Pragmatism" that pragmatism 



108 

means examining closely the problems in one's life and seeing if others 

concur that the given issue is a problem for them also. On the basis of such 

concurrences, individuals can work collaboratively to work for resolutions 

or ameliorations of the given problem. And concurrence does not depend 

upon [. . .] sameness: one doesn't have to agree on every point to concur 

on the definition and scope of the problem(s). Generally speaking, if you 

can't find grounds for concurrence it is very difficult to take any kind of 

concerted action since that requires some degree of collaboration and 

coalition. (202) 

Downing's remarks reveal how a pragmatic outlook might have empowered Brodkey to 

adopt an approach that embraced concurrence while at the same time recognizing the 

differences between herself and her detractors. To establish a spirit of "collaboration and 

coalition," for example, she could have pointed out that students were in fact going to be 

writing about their personal experiences. Indeed, difference had been chosen as a topic 

because it was part of students' current experiences at UT Austin. Students were 

involved—either directly or indirectly, and whatever their age, politics, race, gender, or 

class might be—in the the hate crimes that had erupted on campus during the spring 1990 

semester. Being a student on that campus at that moment meant that difference was 

being talked about, gossiped about, and written about. And in that sense, all the students 

were experiencing its effects. 

Having first established an area in which Writing about Difference resonated with 

the expressivist's valuing of authenticity and personal experience, Brodkey might then 
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have created a space for engaging in dialogue with her detractors about what Downing 

refers to as their lack of "sameness." Specifically, opponents like Hairston and Clark 

might then have been more receptive to considering reasons why in some cases it is 

pedagogically sound to assign essay topics within a particular area of inquiry (whether on 

the topic of difference, or something else). Prescribing a topic allows students to spend 

more of their time and energy generating, developing, questioning, and refining their 

ideas and their writing—rather than spending time up front deliberating (and often 

dithering) over a paper topic. Especially in a first-year composition course, a case can be 

made for the value of assigning topics because students are often underprepared and 

overwhelmed. A prescribed topic could therefore be seen not as a tool of oppression, but 

as a means of focusing first-year students' energy in a useful way. 

Another point worth noting is that in many of the real-life writing situations 

students will encounter, they will be asked to respond to pressing exigences and 

rhetorical situations. In this sense, assigning topics to students prepares them for many of 

the writing tasks they will face once they leave our classes. All the instances in which 

workers are assigned to write texts on particular topics come to mind: a memo to a 

coworker, a letter to a client, a proposal for a division manager. This is part of the world 

of work for which we must prepare students—and for which the vast majority wish and 

expect to be prepared (see Durst 2-3; Smith 303). While there are certainly moments in 

our lives when we may write about whatever we wish, such texts will usually be either 

personal letters or journal entries. In fact, one could argue that Hairston's expressivist 

approach assumes students to be incapable of writing anything more complex than a 
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personal narrative, an assumption that can be seen as inadvertently disempowering.^ 

Instead, students must be prepared to grapple in writing with issues that extend beyond 

themselves. Demonstrating the ways in which Writing about Difference was designed to 

prepare students for the life-long writing tasks they would face might ultimately have 

convinced Hairston that the course was worthwhile, helping to "build students' 

confidence and competence as writers" ("Diversity" 180), which is the goal for 

instruction that Hairston herself espouses. 

Additionally, Writing about Difference would have provided a classroom 

environment in which students would experience writing as a communal rather than an 

isolated activity—a shift that Andrea Lunsford and Lisa Ede have shown to be crucial in 

preparing students to write successfully in various educational and occupational contexts. 

This positive quality encourages students to see that the writing they do makes a 

difference to someone other than themselves and their composition teachers. Choosing 

personal topics certainly has a place in college writing courses. In some situations, 

teachers can use personal writing to engage students' interest in intellectual issues; 

personal writing can also be used to demonstrate that the personal and the academic are 

not necessarily separate categories, thereby encouraging students to be skeptical about 

commonplace binaries and stereotypes. But getting students to write in groups about a 

sustained topic that speaks to an exigent rhetorical situation achieves this goal much more 

readily than does writing in isolation about personal experiences. 

® Ann Berthoff discusses this issue in "The Problem of Problem Solving," published in CCC in 1971. See 
James Berlin's Rhetoric and Reality pp. 176-77 for a gloss on BerthofPs argument. 
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A pragmatic perspective might also have enabled Brodkey to locate common 

ground with Clark when he claims that Writing about Difference undermined the 

individual teacher's academic freedom. Brodkey could have emphasized that she, too, 

places great value on the compositionist's academic freedom, and she could have 

reminded Clark and others who shared his particular concern that only the graduate 

students new to teaching in the composition program were going to be required to use her 

syllabus—a fact that was all but forgotten during the controversy. Such an approach 

would have enabled Brodkey to agree that it is ethically problematic to impose a syllabus 

as a general rule, but she could then have segued into making a solid case for exceptions 

to that rule. 

As is the case in all graduate programs, graduate instructors new to teaching in the 

composition program at UT Austin were going to have a very steep learning curve. And 

from this perspective, the graduate students required to use Brodkey's syllabus would 

have benefitted as much as the students would from working with a prescribed focus. 

Doing so would have enabled them to focus their energies on the other areas demanding 

their attention: planning lessons, facilitating class discussions, assessing students' written 

work, and so forth. Planning classes and grading papers is labor-intensive work for 

compositionists under any circumstances, but it is especially so for inexperienced 

teachers. Brodkey's decision to create a uniform syllabus can be viewed as beneficial on 

many levels: the more experienced teachers were not required to use it but could if they 

chose to, thereby honoring scholars' valuing of academic freedom; new instructors were 

required to use the syllabus during their first year of teaching, thereby gaining much 
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needed assistance during an intense period of adjustment and learning; and finally, there 

would be an increased likelihood that students would have the benefit of a solid writing 

course however new their instructors might be to teaching composition. 

Teacher Competence and Student Need 

While the prescription of topic seems primarily to have concerned 

compositionists, the issues of teacher expertise and student need surface in the arguments 

of detractors both inside and outside the academy. Maxine Hairston, for example, 

believes that teachers of first-year composition lack the expertise to teach writing courses 

focused on political or "critical social" issues. In "Diversity, Ideology, and Teaching 

Writing" she argues, 

We have no business getting into areas where we may have passion and 

conviction but no scholarly base from which to operate. When classes 

focus on complex issues such as racial discrimination, economic 

injustices, and inequities of class and gender, they should be taught by 

qualified faculty who have the depth of information and historical 

competence that such critical social issues warrant. (667) 

Compositionists, she maintains, do not possess such competence; rather, their "area of 

professional expertise [is] helping students learn to write in order to learn, to explore, to 

communicate, to gain control over their lives" (667). Underlying Hairston's remarks is 

the assumption that private knowledge and public knowledge are separate categories and 

that compositionists are only qualified to deal with the former in their classes. According 

to this expressivist vision, the compositionist assumes a supportive role, serving as a 
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midwife whose primary expertise lies in being able to help each student give birth to a 

private, authentic inner self. These assumptions about the nature of knowledge and 

language could not be further from the perceptions held by compositionists like Brodkey, 

whose beliefs are influenced by social constructionism and poststructural theory. 

Brodkey was unlikely to disrupt Hairston's deeply-rooted expressivist 

assumptions about the nature of language, knowledge, and the teacher's role. Yet 

common ground might have been created by shifting attention away from the course's 

subject matter and toward what Robert Scholes refers to as its "canon of methods" (111), 

which appear on the syllabus to be a fundamental part of the course. Indeed, Brodkey's 

syllabus makes clear that written assignments were grounded in Stephen Toulmin's 

approach to argumentation, which is commonly used in composition courses across the 

ideological spectrum. This aspect of Writing about Difference could have been 

emphasized as a means of identifying common ground or Downing's sense of 

concurrence with an ideologically "other" critic. Hairston and other detractors might 

have had difficulty seeing how the topic of difference was going to make students better 

writers, but it is quite likely that she and others sharing her perspective would not have 

had any difficulty seeing how studying Toulmin's approach to argumentation would, to 

use Hairston's ovm words, teach students how "to communicate [and] gain control over 

their lives." Surely the ability to analyze and create claims, grounds, and warrants would 

be considered by most people to be a useful skill in a wide variety of writing contexts, 

including analysis of personal experiences. And as experienced and sophisticated readers 

and writers, compositionists can legitimately claim to possess expertise in locating. 
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articulating, creating, and evaluating arguments. Emphasizing the role that Toulmin's 

model was going to play in the course would have helped establish that teachers were not 

being asked to work outside their "area of professional expertise," which might have 

persuaded Hairston and like-minded critics to reconsider their assumptions about the 

course. 

Yet it wasn't only compositionists who held assumptions about teacher expertise 

that conflicted with Brodkey's. In his best-selling book Dictatorship of Virtue, Richard 

Bernstein, a journalist and former Paris bureau chief for the New York Times, devotes an 

article-length chapter to the controversy. Like Hairston, he believes that teachers of first-

year composition are not qualified to teach writing courses focused on politically charged 

issues (Bernstein 304). But while Bernstein agrees with Hairston about what the 

compositionist's area of expertise is not, he articulates a different perception of what the 

compositionist's area of expertise is. Specifically, he defines their professional role to be 

the teaching of "style, grammatical correctness [and] the poetry of language" (305). Like 

so many other non-academics, Bernstein's view is grounded in a current-traditional 

conception of language and knowledge. This means that he perceives content and form 

to be separate, with the writing teacher only qualified to teach the latter. The 

compositionist is conceived of not as the supporter or midwife that Hairston imagines, 

but as a directive master of grammar and structure. 

As Bernstein outlines what he considers to be the boundaries of the 

compositionist's expertise, he moves into the discourse of literacy crisis described in 

chapter 1, thereby shifting the discussion from teacher competence to student need. 
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Bernstein expresses alarm that the students taking E-306 at UT Austin are "the 40 percent 

of the entering class [. . .] fail[ing] to score high enough on a writing test to be excused 

from it" (306).^ As a remedy for students' poor writing skills, he argues, composition 

teachers must focus on helping students overcome "bad grammar, incorrect word usage, 

wordiness, clumsiness of expression [and] prefabricated jargon that substitutes for 

thought itself (316). The assumption that underpins such a claim, of course, is that 

grammar and style are the most important criteria for measuring students' writing 

competence, which a majority of compositionists would perceive as an astonishingly 

impoverished view, but one that is nevertheless typical of non-academics. 

However, the discourse of literacy crisis was not limited to non-academics like 

Bernstein, but was also evident in the criticisms of Alan Gribben, who was at the time a 

• * 8 professor of literature at UT Austin and a particularly outspoken critic of the course. 

Gribben argues that "'Where we used to have chapters devoted to grammar, we now have 

chapters devoted to oppression. If you really care about women and minorities making it 

in society, it doesn't make sense to divert their attention to oppression when they should 

be learning basic writing skills'" (Gribben qtd. in Mangan). Like Bernstein, Gribben 

reveals his current-traditional colors by assuming that instruction in form and instruction 

in content are somehow mutually exclusive. 

Brodkey's response to criticisms like Gribben's and Bernstein's about the 

course's lack of explicit grammar instruction is as follows: 

^ This figure contradicts the one Brodkey provides; she claims that "[m]ore than half the entering students 
[...] take the course each year" ("Hard Cases" 231). 
^ Alan Gribben currently serves as Head of the Department of English and Philosophy at Auburn 
University Montgomery. 
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Hired to police grammar, composition teachers transgress if they comment 

on content [...]. I count myself among the composition teachers whose 

refusal to police students—in the name of something called tradition, 

standards, excellence, discipline, or language—is theoretically as well as 

practically warranted by poststructural/postmodem accounts of language 

and reality. ("Preface" xiii) 

Here Brodkey implies that criticisms like Bernstein's and Gribben's are not really worth 

responding to. Yet while such a perception is understandable, especially when dealing 

with some of the petty and illogical criticisms that Brodkey faced, it is not geared toward 

establishing common ground with opponents who operate from an opposing set of 

ideological assumptions. 

I do not know any compositionists who want their identity to be limited by others 

to "the grammar police," but that does not mean that compositionists must combat that 

imputed identity by rejecting it altogether. For as Dewey argued, a pragmatic sensibility 

encourages us to think and communicate outside the strictures of mutually exclusive 

categories or nested dualisms.^ In Experience and Nature Dewey writes, "The objection 

to dualism is not just that it is a dualism, but that it forces upon us antithetical, non-

convertible principles of formulation and interpretation" (241). Applying this aspect of 

Deweyan pragmatism to Brodkey's situation, I contend that she might have gained the 

support of some detractors by working to convey that grammar and style are indeed 

important aspects of good writing—and that writing teachers were going to address those 

' As mentioned in chapter 2, Dewey preferred the term "instrumentalism" to "pragmatism." 
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issues while simultaneously teaching a course in which students were going to be 

reading, thinking, and writing about the topic of difference. In "Dewey's Educational 

Philosophy: Reconciling Nested Dualisms," Stephen Fishman summarizes in the 

following way his take on this aspect of Dewey's pragmatism: "[Dewey's] distrust of 

either-or choices, and [his] attempt to integrate apparently contradictory positions, is both 

a continuing theme and an organizing structure of his work" (15). 

Brodkey might have altered the dynamics of the controversy in a positive way by 

foregrounding for critics like Gribben and Bernstein that while instruction in grammar 

was indeed not apparent on the syllabus itself, it was nevertheless going to be addressed 

when the course was actually taught. She could have noted that day-to-day activities, 

such as lessons in grammar and style, are often left off of syllabi not because those 

categories are considered unimportant, but because individual instructors need first to 

identify the needs of their particular students. Also, she could have explained that 

instructors would have had the opportunity to comment on issues of grammar and style in 

their written and verbal responses to students' work. 

In other words, Brodkey would not have been trying to convince ideologically 

"other" critics to abandon their perceptions about students needing instruction in 

grammar (as she did when she argued that "policing grammar" is not part of her 

professional identity—period). Instead, she would have focused on an aspect of her 

course (i.e., instruction in grammar, style, and structure) that resonated with her 

opponents' current-traditional assumptions, and she would have done so as a means of 

enhancing the possibility of gaining support for her course. Completely altering her 
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opponents' most deeply held assumptions was possible but unlikely, so it would have 

been more effective to engage them, metaphorically speaking, on their own ideological 

turf 

Indoctrination/Politicized Instruction 

An additional concern voiced by Brodkey's critics was the issue of indoctrination, 

the fear that Writing about Difference was going to teach students what to think instead 

of how to think. Specifically, they argued that the course was designed to pressure 

students into adopting a leftist perspective, rather than making the classroom a safe place 

that could accommodate diverse points of view. 

Indeed, this was probably the complaint voiced most often and most vehemently, 

both inside and outside of the field, and it added a particularly volatile dimension to the 

controversy. Pundits like George Will worried that Brodkey's course amounted to 

brainwashing on issues involving race and gender. In "Radical English," for example. 

Will claims that Brodkey's course and others like it "on campuses across the country" 

reveal a crisis of "political indoctrination supplanting education." He seems particularly 

disturbed by Paula Rothenberg's Racism and Sexism, apparently unaware that this book 

was originally going to be used in conjunction with several other texts, and furthermore, 

that Brodkey had decided to remove it from the required reading list early in the planning 

phases of the course. Brodkey's course and others like it, he argues, teach students that 

"rules of grammar and elements of style are 'political' stratagems reinforcing the class 

structure to the disadvantage of the underclass [. . .]." Therefore, he implies, grammar 

and style are either ignored altogether in today's composition classes, or they are taught, 
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but only as rules that should be rejected in order to rebel against an unjust social and 

political power structure. 

Like Will, journalist Richard Bernstein expresses concern about indoctrination; 

however, he offers a much more thoughtful discussion on this matter. While researching 

his book Dictatorship of Virtue, Bernstein interviewed Brodkey twice (see Bernstein 299-

300), and he notes that during one of these conversations, she justified the focus on 

difference in the following way: 

"I agree that it's very political, but not in the way people say it is. It 

doesn't require you to take any particular position. The purpose is to 

interrogate everything, including your own ideas. That's why we wanted 

the theme of difference. It was because we wanted a topic that was 

important to students and we know that students do this at 3:00 a.m., 

talking to people who are very like-minded. We wanted them to develop a 

public language for speaking about a set of issues that they will have to 

deal with." (Brodkey qtd. in Bernstein 301; emphasis mine) 

This would likely have been an effective argument if addressing another academic. The 

idea that a student can be neutral or take any position underscores how far from 

indoctrination the course was designed to be. But while Brodkey's use of the word 

"interrogate" may look familiar and innocuous to those of us in academia, the 

connotation of this word for non-academics tends to be threatening and suggestive of 

force. How common is it, after all, to read in the newspaper that so-and-so is 

"interrogating" an idea or a concept? Outside of academia, an interrogation is something 
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that is done to a person. Thus, to a journalist like Bernstein, being told that students were 

going to interrogate everything is likely to have conjured up negative images involving 

coercion. If this is indeed what Bernstein took away from his interview with Brodkey, 

then it is hardly surprising that he remained unconvinced about the value of the course. 

Interestingly, fear of indoctrination did not come only from outside UT, but from 

inside Brodkey's department as well. One of these critics, again, was Alan Gribben. In 

late June of 1990, Gribben's letter to the editor was published in the Austin-American 

Statesman, a local newspaper. In this letter, Gribben refers to Brodkey's course as "the 

most massive attempt at thought-control ever attempted on the campus ("Politicizing")." 

This same quotation was disseminated nationally in the New York Times the very next 

day ("Civil Rights"). One month after Gribben's sentiments appeared in the local and 

national press, John Ruskiewicz, a compositionist in the same department, was quoted in 

the Daily Texan (UTA's school newspaper) as saying that "the E306 curriculum changes 

were compromised by their ideological freight and by a rush to do what seemed 

politically correct on this campus at the moment." Ruskiewicz is presumably referring to 

the race-based hate crimes on campus during the spring semester. 

Hairston, too, expressed fear that Brodkey's course was geared toward 

encouraging students to adopt their teachers' values and beliefs about the issues related to 

difference. Indeed, she was concerned that political indoctrination was a goal not only in 

Writing about Difference, but that it was also becoming a goal in an increasing number of 

college composition courses. In "Diversity, Ideology, and Teaching Writing," Hairston 

claims that too many first-year writing classes are reverting back to the bad old days. 
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when composition instruction was tantamount to writing-about-literature; the only 

difference, she says, is that instead of students being force-fed canonical texts, they now 

have teachers' political agendas foisted upon them. She writes, "With a huge captive 

enrollment of largely unsophisticated students, what a fertile field to cultivate to bring 

about political and social change" (185). 

Hairston insists that Brodkey's course on "racism and sexism" was going to be 

yet another example of this trend. A common refutation to this sort of argument is that 

first-year students are young adults rather than children and are therefore able to think for 

themselves—and indeed, Brodkey makes this point in "Writing Permitted in Designated 

Areas Only" (145). But Hairston raises a valid concern; the student's vulnerability in 

relation to the teacher. She writes, "The real political truth about classrooms is that the 

teacher has all the power; she sets the agenda, she controls the discussion, and she gives 

the grades. She also knows more and can argue more skillfully. Such a situation is ripe 

for intellectual intimidation, especially in required freshman composition classes" (188). 

Hairston's analysis of the power dynamic within classrooms is somewhat simplistic, 

ignoring, for example, the way in which authority is affected by the age, gender, 

ethnicity, and sexual orientation of the instructor in relation to the students in a particular 

classroom. Yet as a general rule, there is some validity to her assumption that students 

perceive their teachers as authority figures who hold a certain degree of power. 

Brodkey argues that eighteen-year-olds "may be young, but they are not children 

in anyone's eyes but their parents' and, when it suits them, their own" ("Writing 

Permitted in Designated Areas Only" 144). Brodkey's point is a good one, but it is not a 
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useful way in which to counter a criticism like Hairston's because it seems clear that 

Hairston is operating from the assumption that while eighteen-year-olds may be adults in 

the legal sense of that term, they are not necessarily grown-up in intellectual or emotional 

terms. If Brodkey wanted to persuade Hairston and others sharing her concern to accept 

the course, she needed to work with Hairston's belief rather than trying to alter it all at 

once. As Dewey explains in Democracy and Education, "To formulate the significance 

of an experience a man must take into conscious account the experiences of others. He 

must try to find a standpoint which includes the experience of others as well as his own. 

Otherwise his communication cannot be understood" (227). In a sense, Dewey is 

suggesting that when a rhetor fails to locate common ground with a particular audience, 

the rhetor and audience can be perceived as speaking different languages. Dewey hints 

more explicitly at this metaphor when he claims that the process of "translation is never 

finished" (The Public and its Problems 154). 

Brodkey might have pointed out that an examination of the Scripts and Writing 

Assigimients on the syllabus reveals that students were going to be asked to study 

argumentation based on Stephen Toulmin's model, which is geared toward critical 

thinking—toward learning how to think rather than what to think. Indeed, the assignment 

descriptions make clear that it was going to be the student's job to locate authors' claims, 

grounds, warrants, and assumptions; there is nothing in the syllabus to indicate that the 

curriculum was going to encourage teachers (a) to locate these elements for the students 

or (b) to tell students what to think about the texts they were reading. This crucial aspect 

of the syllabus needed to be highlighted for critics like Hairston, and it would likely have 



123 

established a point of agreement that could have translated into support for the course. 

Brodkey would not have been asking Hairston to give up her belief that eighteen-year-

olds lack maturity and sophistication. Instead, a pragmatic perspective would have 

empowered her to work with rather than against that assumption. By conceding that 

indoctrination in first-year composition can be a potential problem, she would have set 

the stage for demonstrating that indoctrination was not going to be an issue in her 

particular course. 

A pragmatic outlook suggests ways in which Brodkey could have been 

empowered to alter the dynamics of her rhetorical situation, potentially leading to 

different outcomes. Specifically, it suggests how she could have identified common 

ground and then used it as the foundation for responding to her detractors. Doing so 

would have helped demonstrate to them that they and Brodkey actually did share some 

perceptions about the goals of first-year composition instruction. It is important to 

analyze Brodkey's response in greater depth than I have here. The following chapter, 

therefore, provides an extended rhetorical analysis of Brodkey's discourse about the 

controversy. 
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Chapter Four: 

Rhetorical Analysis of Linda Brodkey's Texts about the Controversy 

In this chapter, I extend my analysis by shifting to an examination of Linda 

Brodkey's perceptions about the controversy. Specifically, I analyze her discourse about 

the ordeal by locating the assumptions, values, and beliefs that underpin that discourse. 

Most compositionists who have written about the Brodkey controversy have focused on 

her essay "Making a Federal Case out of Difference: The Politics of Pedagogy, Publicity, 

and Postponement," which appears in John Clifford and John Schilb's Writing Theory 

and Critical Theory. However, none that I know of have provided an extended analysis 

of the larger corpus of documents Brodkey published in response to the events of 1990. 

Examining these texts is important because it is in their entirety that they provide the 

greatest insight into how and why Brodkey did not persuade her opponents to support 

"Writing about Difference." 

It is important to emphasize that retrospective blaming is not the objective in 

undertaking this analysis. Rather, in identifying the ways in which Brodkey might have 

altered her discourse during and after the ordeal, my purpose is to locate hopeful 

possibilities for other compositionists who are committed to implementing irmovative 

first-year composition courses but find themselves confronted by powerful opponents 

with competing perceptions about the compositionist's identity, authority, and ethos and 

the role of first-year composition courses. 

In the following analysis, I seek to uncover how Brodkey might have achieved 

identification and speaker-audience congruence as she tried to navigate her way through 
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the Writing about Difference controversy. Finding a way to do so would have increased 

the likelihood of persuading detractors to support Writing about Difference in particular 

or at least to think more broadly and more positively about compositionists' professional 

identity and what we are trying to accomplish in our first-year composition courses. 

From a pragmatic standpoint, there would have been inevitable gains in attempting to 

create common ground with opponents, even if the original goal of course 

implementation was not achieved. 

The Role of Poststructural Theory in Forming Brodkey's Professional Identity 

Before exploring her rhetoric about the controversy, it is important to understand 

the way in which Brodkey constructs her identity as a poststructuralist, since she 

describes this theory as providing the foundation for every aspect of her work (see 

"Introduction" 7; "Making" 237-38; "Troubles" 195-96). Brodkey explains that she 

began her career as a structuralist, having been particularly impressed with "the work of 

linguists who document indigenous languages and that of sociolinguists [such as William 

Labov] who argue for the viability of what is known as Black English Vernacular as a 

dialect of English governed by underlying rules as linguistically logical and complex as 

those of the other dialects" ("Difference" 195-96). Despite the important work being 

undertaken by such structuralists, Brodkey explains that she eventually found 

poststructuralism to offer a more compelling theory of language. Especially appealing, 

she notes, was the fact that poststructuralism repudiated the "outlandish commonsense 

definitions of difference [arising out of] structuralism" (195). Brodkey argues that 

structuralists ranging from Ferdinand de Saussure to Noam Chomsky have insisted on 
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"dismiss[ing] local practice as theoretically uninteresting [and] ignor[ing] the practical 

consequences of imputing differences to actual people." This approach to the study of 

language, she insists, "[fails] to account for the aesthetic, social, political, and historical 

dimensions of language or the circumstances under which people speak and write" (196-

97). In other words, structuralists have tended to approach the study of language in an 

ahistorical, "meta" manner, opting for the illusion and assumed neutrality of science and 

believing that language precedes culture, rather than being the element that constitutes it. 

Brodkey argues that given the shortcomings of structuralism, poststructural theory 

has proved to be more congenial to "[a]nyone who teaches writing as more than a set of 

rules that students should leam and follow" ("Writing Permitted" 142). Poststructuralism 

recognizes that language is concrete and of this world, rather than abstract and therefore 

somehow irmocent or divorced from reality ("Difference" 198). It collapses the 

constructed distinction between content and form, thereby erasing the artificial boundary 

separating knowledge and discourse. As a result, poststructuralists "cannot imagine 

writing, thinking, or seeing outside of discourse" (199), and they insist that attempts to 

describe reality are always partial and biased rather than universal or objective 

("Transvaluing" 159). All their work is premised on the idea that "language plays [a 

fundamental role] in constructions and representations of self and other, along with 

everything else we call reality" ("Writing Permitted" 142). The poststructuralist's 

objective is to "interrupt" these "commonsense representations" ("Introduction" 20) and 

to "critique [...] received wisdom," which Brodkey considers "to be if not the only at 

least one of the most important purposes of scholarship" ("Difference" 201). 
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Brodkey emphasizes that Foucault is the theorist who has had the greatest 

influence on her work (see "Introduction" 7; "Difference" 198). His ideas have been 

especially important to her because he offers "the only theory of language based on 

practice sufficiently complex to explain at least some of the concerns of writing 

pedagogy" (198). Moreover, she explains, "Foucauldian poststructural theory challenges 

the empirical and Cartesian scientific hegemony that privileges both early- and late-

twentieth-century linguistic accounts of language universals and hence whatever claims 

to authority structural linguistic theory exercises over composition" ("Difference" 198). 

In other words, Foucauldian poststructuralism discourages the search for scientific 

approaches to language, which tend to ignore that language use is situated in particular 

political and social contexts that are not universal. 

It is in the context of Foucauldian poststructuralism that Brodkey articulates how 

important the concept of difference is to her work. She explains that 

In contradistinction to commonsense versions of difference, I offer a 

Foucauldian, poststructural version, which defines difference not as an 

attribute of someone or something, but as a negative quality that is 

imputed to someone or something as an essential and defining feature that 

rationalizes surveillance and regulation of an entire population in search of 

the often trivial but consequential "differences" that justify systematically 

isolating groups of people for special and inequitable treatment. 

("Difference" 195) 
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Difference, therefore, is not an inherent quality, but is something that hegemonic forces 

assign to others as a means of keeping them in their (marginalized) place. However, 

those who would protect their own privilege would have everyone believe—including 

marginalized others—^that differences are not imputed but, rather, that they are natural or 

inherent. Because of her interest in this problem, she explains that difference has become 

the focal point of all areas of her work as a composition theorist, researcher, and teacher 

("Making" 237). 

Brodkey claims that poststructural theory bears a direct relation to classroom 

practice. Specifically, she asserts that poststructuralism reveals that "an adequate theory 

of writing pedagogy would teach students how to deal with the theoretical inseparability 

of form and content in practice" ("Writing Permitted" 142). She explains, 

As attracted as I am to poststructural theories, they interest me only 

insofar as they clarify the part language plays in constructing social reality 

and hence the part teachers and students and researchers could play in 

constructing more equitable classrooms, schools, neighborhoods, 

communities, and towns and cities, not to mention boardrooms, 

courtrooms, and legislative chambers [...]. ("Introduction" 17) 

Thus, Brodkey claims that a major reason why she aligns herself with poststructuralism is 

because it relates to her interest in creating more equitable relations in every conceivable 

milieu, both inside and outside the academy. 
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Brodkey's Discourse about "Writing About Difference" 

Competing Exigences: Careful Course Planning and the Need to Complicate Ideas 

Brodkey explains that poststructuralism provided the foundation of Writing about 

Difference.' For example, in "Writing Permitted in Designated Areas Only," she 

describes her syllabus in the following way; 

As the title suggests, "Writing about Difference" derives from 

poststructuralism, for the counterintuitive and theoretical notion of 

difference concerns the part language plays in fabricating realities that use 

received definitions of difference to explain inequitable social, political, 

and economic treatment of particular groups or classes of people as arising 

out of or justified by inherent differences among people. ("Writing 

Permitted" 142) 

Course readings were going to be focused around several anti-discrimination lawsuits and 

the ways in which difference was constructed in the language of these cases. Brodkey 

explains that the readings and the writing assignments were going to teach students "that 

a writer must stand somewhere in order to write at all, and [that] all writing is biased by 

detinition" ("Difference" 200). Furthermore, in studying "an indeterminate situation" 

such as difference, students were going to leam to "transform seemingly determinate 

disciplines like law and composition into new, yet-to-be-determined disciplines" ("'Hard 

Cases'" 243). In other words, students were going to learn to identify the gaps and 

' Essays in which she states this directly include the following: "Making a Federal Case out of Difference: 
The Politics of Pedagogy, Publicity, and Postponement," "Writing Permitted in Designated Areas Only," 
and "Writing about Difference: 'Hard Cases' for Cultural Studies." 
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ambiguities that exist in all areas of study, since they are composed of rather than 

somehow above or outside of language. Such an approach to inquiry enables students to 

see that all fields of endeavor can be reshaped in much the same way that traditional texts 

are revised. 

Despite the strength and potentially broad appeal of this approach, the Culture 

Wars that were raging at the time meant that difference was controversial both as a word 

• 2 • • • • and as a topic. Media representations of the academy were particularly negative, 

revealing tremendous cultural anxiety about professors being interested in publishing 

supposedly non-practical, radically political (and therefore dangerous) scholarship. 

Indeed, professors were constantly being charged with spending as little time as possible 

teaching undergraduates while leaving inexperienced and overworked TAs to do all or 

most of the university's undergraduate teaching. In short, the media created an image of 

irresponsible and anarchic professors who were spending as much time as possible 

working with a handful of graduate students and doing research that took time away from 

their "legitimate" teaching obligations. During this time, then, both the public and the 

more conservative academics perceived politicized instruction as a real and very serious 

threat to the undergraduate educational experience and the enterprise of higher education 

as a whole. A common refrain was the urgent need to return to an idealized, supposedly 

apolitical, and undergraduate-centered paradigm that had reigned supreme during the 

academy's earlier, halcyon days. 

^ In the Winter of 1987-88, for example, the National Association of Scholars (NAS) began publishing 
Academic Questions, a publication in which conservative academics argue against politicized education in 
the humanities and in favor of traditional, supposedly value-neutral approaches to teaching and research. 
Also in 1987, E.D. Hirsch's Cultural Literacy and Alan Bloom's The Closing of the American Mind were 
published. 
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It is clear that Brodkey was aware of this particular exigence and that she knew 

humanities courses in general and writing courses in particular had become a favorite 

target of conservatives. She acknowledges this when she writes that because "the odds 

on writing pedagogy are not favorable [...] courses must be planned with additional care 

[as compared with other disciplines]" ("Introduction to Part IV" 207). Yet in "Writing 

Permitted in Designated Areas Only," Brodkey explains that while her course was geared 

both toward the topic of difference and the "the structure of arguments" (142-43; 

emphasis in original), she chose not to make the focus on argumentation apparent in her 

course title. Brodkey also chooses to highlight the "daunting" nature of the course. 

"Learning argument alone is a demanding task," she writes, "though we admittedly made 

it more daunting still by asking students to construct arguments in the context of 

antidiscrimination law and legal opinions" ("Writing Permitted" 144). Given her 

awareness of the added scrutiny under which academics were working and the 

particularly intense surveillance facing writing teachers, it is reasonable to wonder why 

Brodkey fashioned her discourse using diction that could be predicted to upset and 

threaten conservatives. Why did she call the course "Writing about Difference" when she 

could have called it "Argumentation" or "Argumentation and Rhetoric"—titles likely to 

be perceived by both academic and non-academic conservatives as non-inflammatory yet 

just as accurate as "Writing about Difference"? And why did she emphasize the course's 

difficulty instead of explaining how she and other instructors were going to make the 

course one that first-year students and their graduate student TAs could handle? Surely 
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"plan[ning first-year composition courses] with additional care" must include being 

careful about titling and describing those courses. 

In his 1980 "Functional Communication: A Situational Perspective," Lloyd F. 

Bitzer suggests possible reasons why Brodkey responded to the exigence described above 

in the way that she did. Bitzer asserts that "Speakers and audiences [. . .] often disagree 

on factual conditions, interests, or both, and such disagreements produce radical divisions 

among persons, groups, and cultures. When such disagreements occur, different 

exigences are actually experienced by persons involved" (29). Applying this idea to 

Brodkey's writing, I would argue that while she recognized the Culture Wars as creating 

a particular problem in the minds of her detractors, she acted in response to another 

exigence that they did not recognize but that she perceived to be of greater importance: a 

belief, deeply rooted in her theoretical assumptions as a poststructuralist, that it is the 

composition professor's ethical and professional duty to complicate rather than simplify 

the ways in which students understand and use language (e.g., see "Difference" 203). In 

various of her published essays, Brodkey makes it clear that she thinks most writing 

instruction does not meet this fundamental goal and that this failing amounts to an urgent 

problem that she and other compositionists must work to remedy. Recognizing this 

perception helps explain Brodkey's decision to focus her remarks on the course's 

exploration of difference rather than on the structure of argument: a discussion of 

imputed difference is necessarily complex, challenging students' assumptions and 

encouraging sustained, in-depth analysis of abstract concepts. On the other hand, a focus 
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on argumentation can be seen as skills-oriented and therefore lacking in substance and 

sophistication. 

Brodkey is clearly loath to characterize her course as being in any way simplistic 

or skills-based, and "Writing about Difference: 'Hard Cases' for Cultural Studies" 

provides another forum for her to prove that her course was not going to be either of 

these things. She writes, 

It may seem that the course is about law, given that most of its texts are 

laws, court opinions, or articles framed by legal issues. But the course is 

only incidentally about law. It may also seem that the course is about 

writing as rhetorical skills, given that the writing and reading assignments 

teach traditional rhetorical strategies. But the course is only incidentally 

about rhetorical skills. ('"Hard Cases'" 243) 

She goes on to say that what the course is really about (rather than "incidentally" about) 

is inquiry into the concept and the effects of difference (243). Underlying this 

description is the assumption that describing composition instruction as involving skills is 

anti-intellectual, and therefore in conflict with her belief about the core purpose of first-

year composition: complicating rather than simplifying ideas and demonstrating that 

reality and knowledge are socially constructed and rooted in language. Therefore, she 

highlights what she perceives to be the intellectually sophisticated aspect of her course— 

even though foregrounding rhetorical skills and proper usage would have been more 

likely to convince some of her detractors to support Writing about Difference. Brodkey's 

published discourse indicates that from her perspective, her identity as a critical literacy 
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composition teacher was at stake and that she perceived maintaining that identity as being 

of primary importance. This exigence was crucial from her point of view but at odds 

with one of the most significant exigences motivating her critics: fear of (liberal) 

political indoctrination, which I discuss in chapter 3. 

Craig R. Smith and Scott Lybarger's update on Bitzer's 1980 essay, which I establish in 

chapter 1 as resonating with pragmatism, suggests that Brodkey's success or failure as a 

rhetor depends upon point of view. They explain that "we might call a speech a 'fitting 

response' if it resulted in enhancing a politician's image, even though it did not result in 

the passage of drug legislation. If the exigence for the politician was strengthening his 

chances of re-election, then it did in some sense provide a 'fitting response'" (210). 

Applying this understanding of rhetorical situation to the present analysis, Brodkey's 

decision to emphasize the "daunting" nature of the course might create a fitting response 

for audience members who shared her commitment to poststructural theory and critical 

literacy. But to non-academics—and to conservatives in her department and in other 

disciplines—Brodkey's description would likely have been perceived as ideologically 

opposed to their own beliefs, since non-academics tend to place more value on clarifying 

ideas than on complicating them.^ In "Dewey's Educational Philosophy: Reconciling 

Nested Dualisms," Stephen M. Fishman notes that Dewey was committed to "look[ing] at 

problems historically and find[ing] ways to integrate opposing points of view" (18). 

Applying this insight about Dewey to Brodkey's response during the controversy reveals 

' Think, for example, about the way in which problem solving tends to appeal to non-academics, while 
academics are more likely to value problem posing, i.e., the discovery of problems and the need to 
contextualize and complicate those problems. 
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that choosing a non-loaded title for the course might have enabled Brodkey to avoid the 

confusion, fear, and loathing that so quickly sprang up around it. A non-loaded title, such 

as "Argumentation" or "Argumentation and Rhetoric," could have been shown to be just 

as descriptive of the syllabus, but it would have emphasized a non-controversial 

pedagogical goal that everyone was likely to approve or at the very least to tolerate: 

teaching students to analyze and create sound written arguments. 

Brodkey's response allowed her to maintain the identity of the compositionist as a 

critical intellectual, yet it was not designed to convince detractors that the course was 

appropriate and reasonable in terms of its subject matter or its level of difficulty. In this 

sense, her response did not embrace "the virtues of openness, fallibility [or] ongoing 

criticism [. . .]" that from a Deweyan perspective are so crucial to communication and the 

construction of knowledge (see Bernstein's "Community in the Pragmatic Tradition" 

149). 

The Exigence of Going Public at Odds with the Need to Maintain Faculty Decorum 

Another exigence that Brodkey recognized and chose to ignore involves what 

Peter Mortensen refers to as the urgent need to "go [. . .] public" as compositionists "with 

what we do, with what we know" (182). In "Making a Federal Case out of Difference," 

Brodkey shows that she recognizes the exigence Mortensen describes. She writes. 

My loathing of the negative publicity about the course we developed 

should not be construed as an aversion to academic popularization. The 

times emphatically call for academics to explain, to interested members of 

the public, what they do and how they do it and even why they do it one 
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way rather than another, seemingly more commonsensical way. 

("Making" 251) 

This remark suggests that Brodkey recognizes that there is a need for compositionists to 

find ways of communicating about their work to the public and that she is prepared to 

imagine her role as including this responsibility. In the corpus of texts I have studied, 

however, she consistently chooses not to direct her writing to the public. 

Indeed, Brodkey's published texts appear almost entirely in sources that only 

academics (and, realistically, mostly compositionists) would ever read.^ For example, 

Brodkey describes the purpose of poststructuralism in a maimer that is accessible only to 

a small, specialized group. She writes, 

"The poststructural project is not to unmask discourses as false 

consciousness (that's a classical Marxist project), but to demystify the part 

they play in our constructions of self, other, and reality" ("Introduction" 

13). From a non-academic reader's point of view, this description is likely 

to seem unclear and perhaps even alienating. Such a reader is likely to 

wonder what "a discourse" is exactly, and what the difference is between 

"unmask[ing]" and "demystify[ing]" one. The non-academic would also 

likely be confused about what it means to "construct" a "self," an "other," 

or a "reality." 

Another characteristic of Brodkey's essays that is potentially alienating and antithetical to 

going public is the dualistic thread running through the texts of "us" (legitimate 

' The only non-academic text Brodkey produced in response to the controversy is "Political Suspects," co-
authored with Shelli Fowler, which appears in the April 1991 educational supplement to the Village Voice. 
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compositionists, influenced by poststructural theory, who supported Writing about 

Difference) versus "them" (everybody else, including fellow-compositionist Maxine 

Hairston, conservative journalist George Will, and all the others mired in "middle-class 

notions of literacy" and "middle-class common sense") ("Writing Permitted" 137-38, 

142). In The Public and its Problems, Dewey observes that "It is always convenient to 

have a devil as well as a savior to bear the responsibilities of humanity" (141). It is 

natural for human beings to react to sudden change or complex problems by locating (or 

constructing) such oppositional forces, but this tendency must be curbed in order to 

understand and respond to most exigences. Thus, while Brodkey is clearly a 

sophisticated language theorist and a gifted curriculum designer, the dualistic outlook that 

appears in her published writing undermines the possibility of identification with anyone 

who is not already on her side, thereby inhibiting the possibility of creating change within 

her rhetorical situation. 

Again, it is Stephen M. Fishman who helps unpack the usefulness of Dewey's 

approach to reconciling "nested dualisms." Fishman writes. 

At his core, Dewey is a metaphysician attempting to fashion a language of 

process, a way of looking at the world [.. .] Faced with a problem— 

personal or professional, practical or theoretical, in the school or 

marketplace—Dewey's approach leads us to ask: What are the 

dichotomous activities at work in our situation? How might they be better 

integrated or balanced? In other words, Dewey's approach helps us attend 
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to the conflicting activities within our dilemma and to approach our 

problem with the goal of reconciling its underlying forces. (17) 

Dewey's faith in the possibility of reconciling dualisms obviously assumes a certain level 

of agency on the part of the rhetor, and my analysis suggests that Brodkey avoided going 

public with her responses both during and after the controversy in part because she 

believed that she lacked the agency required to meet the demands posed by this exigence. 

For example, Brodkey claims that "many of us can expect to spend the next few years 

defending ourselves against allegations [such as those she faced with the "Writing about 

Difference" syllabus] to little effect, since course plans do not readily translate into the 

sound bites and spins of public advocacy" ("Making" 260). 

The assumption underlying this remark is that sharing academic arguments with 

non-academics is futile because the media (whether it's the school newspaper or the New 

York Times) is guaranteed to distort the substance of what we have said, twisting our 

arguments into tidy but inaccurate sound bites. Brodkey is certainly right that it is 

difficult to present complex issues to the popular press, because doing so necessarily 

waters them down. Yet it is important to make the effort to do so—accepting that the full 

complexity of an argument cannot be captured in the popular press, but also believing 

that portions of those arguments can be delivered to outsiders in ways that they can hear. 

While it is not ideal to be put in the position of sharing complex arguments with others in 

a piecemeal fashion, it is preferable to being spoken for and written about without any 

consultation or dialogue at all. 
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Brodkey also argues about the futility of public discourse in "The Troubles at 

Texas," a paper she delivered at the July 1991 Penn State Conference on Rhetoric and 

Composition.^ Here, she describes the way in which the president of UT Austin 

distributed a memo at the height of the debacle, justifying the course's postponement '"in 

order that campus debate could take place'" (Cunningham qtd. in "Troubles" 186). 

Brodkey argues that participating in campus debate about her syllabus would not only 

have been futile, but would also have been a breach of decorum. She writes, 

I find it difficult to imagine [. . .] what resolutions the campus would have 

debated. What would have been the point of these debates? To confirm 

that professors who know nothing about the theory, research, and practice 

of teaching composition are entitled to "their opinions"? To educate 

voters? Alumni? Donors? Students? To stage forensic spectacles, on the 

order of televised presidential debates, for the amusement of journalists? 

Politicians debate. Faculty argue—in committees and meetings and in 

their publications. ("Troubles" 186) 

It is certainly the case that committees, faculty meetings, and academic publications 

provide appropriate, fruitful venues for participating in substantive academic discussion 

and disagreement. However, they are not necessarily the only appropriate venues for 

such discourse—especially when issues that are crucial to us find their way into the larger 

university community and the popular press. In other words, context plays a crucial role 

in determining the appropriateness of a particular venue. In the passage above, Brodkey 

® This is one of several conference presentations published in Writing Permitted in Designated Areas Only. 
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suggests that staying true to the role of faculty is at odds with acting as a public 

intellectual, even when doing so would facilitate the sort of speaker-audience congruence 

that is a prerequisite for persuasion. This explains, at least in part, why Brodkey did not 

respond publicly to her detractors' public criticisms, but chose instead to communicate 

her ideas almost exclusively to her fellow academics. The cost of trying to respond to 

this exigence was, from her point of view, simply too high. 

It is crucial to address one of the questions Brodkey raises in response to the 

university president's idea of campus discussion: "What would have been the point of 

these debates?" She implies that this question and the ones that follow it (e.g., "Donors? 

Students?") are unworthy of extended discussion by presenting them as rhetorical 

questions, presented for effect rather than to be taken seriously by her readers. However, 

the questions she poses do deserve to be considered. It is true that by the time President 

Cunningham suggested campus debate, the syllabus had already been postponed, which 

Brodkey claims really amounted to cancellation ("Making" 254). From one point of 

view, then, the debates would indeed have been a waste of time. After all, they were 

probably not going to result in immediate action or a reversal of the postponement for the 

fall semester. 

From another point of view, however, there was good reason to discuss the 

syllabus and the controversy surrounding it in the forum suggested by Cunningham. 

Even if it was too late to salvage Writing about Difference (either that semester or at all), 

the debates the president suggested would have provided an important (albeit a 

challenging) opportunity to assume the role of a public intellectual (a concept I explore in 
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chapter 5). Specifically, the debates would have provided a forum, however imperfect, 

for sharing with administrators, colleagues, alumni, donors, students and, as Brodkey 

herself puts it, "interested members of the public," a broader understanding of "what 

[compositionists] do and how they do it and even why they do it one way rather than 

another, seemingly more commonsensical way" ("Making" 251)—the very things 

Brodkey argues we must do. Thus, at the very least, it is reasonable to assume that the 

debates Cunningham suggested would have given Brodkey and her proponents a more 

influential voice within the controversy. They also had the potential to contribute to the 

larger, on-going debate about the purpose and value of literacy instruction in general and 

the required first-year course in particular. 

Of course, it is unrealistic to believe that we can be persuasive with any audience 

if we simply try long enough and hard enough, something that becomes especially clear 

in the face of Smith and Lybarger's insights about the nature of the rhetorical situation in 

a postmodern age. There are myriad reasons why such uniform, across-the-board 

persuasion carmot be achieved; in addition to the fragmentation and diversity 

characterizing contemporary texts and audiences, it is also the case—as it always has 

been—that some people are simply so mired in their familiar thought patterns and beliefs 

that no amount or type of reasoned argumentation could convince them to think or act 

differently. 

Nevertheless, Brodkey could have done a service to others in the field if she had 

used the opportunities presented to her to communicate a different perspective about our 
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role as literacy teachers and scholars. In "Community in the Pragmatic Tradition," 

Richard J. Bernstein acknowledges that 

If Dewey is to be faulted, it is because, at times in his reliance on 

metaphors of harmony and organic unity, Dewey underestimates the 

conflict, dissonance, and asymmetrical power relationships that disrupt the 

"harmonious whole." [.. .] Although this is a weakness in Dewey's 

thinking, we can read him in a different way. For we can interpret Dewey 

as telling us that it is precisely because conflicts between different groups 

run so deep, that it becomes all the more urgent to develop those habits 

and virtues by which we can intelligently seek to negotiate and reconcile 

differences. (149) 

The possibility of convincing even a few people to think about the teaching of writing as 

being more than literature appreciation or grammar remediation existed. There was the 

possibility of locating common ground with her detractors, even the most conservative, 

that could have provided a foundation for discussions in various venues, including those 

not traditionally used by academics. Had she chosen to go public at UT Austin she could 

have emphasized that her course was going to provide the very things that colleagues in 

other disciplines would agree students must have in order to succeed in college: the 

ability to think critically and the ability to write clearly and persuasively. She could have 

emphasized that no matter what profession students eventually pursue, they need to know 

how to create—or at the very least, understand and evaluate—the way effective 

arguments are constructed. It is reasonable to assume that many if not most of her 
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audience would have agreed that this should properly be considered a central goal of 

first-year composition instruction. 

Brodkey is right to suggest that the public has an impoverished understanding of 

us and our work. As she says, outsiders often perceive us to be "the grammar police" (cf. 

"Preface" xiii; "Difference" 200) or teachers of "good manners" via instruction in 

literature appreciation ("Writing Permitted" 136). But an equally impoverished image 

arises when we assume that going public is inappropriate or futile. Choosing to believe 

that it was pointless to go public caused Brodkey to reject a venue—the proposed on-

campus debates—that could have re-opened the possibility of focusing attention on one 

area that both supporters and detractors were likely to have considered important: the 

urgent need to help students become more sophisticated producers and consumers of 

written arguments. 

Legitimate Academic Conversation a Means of Avoiding "Common Sense" 

At first glance, it would seem that while Brodkey is ambivalent about going 

public, she is resolute in her commitment to fostering academic conversation in the 

"committees and meetings and [scholarly] publications" she espouses. Surprisingly, 

however, her discourse suggests that she is ambivalent about this issue as well. For while 

at certain moments Brodkey claims to be committed to academic, intellectual 

conversation, she ultimately undermines this commitment in ways that further suggest the 

need for compositionists to consider the gains that a pragmatic approach can afford. 

Brodkey argues that conversations between scholars should involve "complicating 

common sense" ("Preface" xv) and challenging "received wisdom" ("Difference" 201). 
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Unfortunately, she explains, "postmodernists confront a virulent species of anti-

intellectualism in the academy that has arisen in defense of the power if not the authority 

n 

of modernism" (xi) , a situation that curtails meaningful conversation and suggests that 

"for some people the cultural wars have only just begun" (xiv). Brodkey argues that an 

anti-intellectual, anti-academic relationship to knowledge and discourse has arisen 

because certain academics have bought into the "middle-class common sense" that 

permeates American culture ("Writing Permitted" 138). She defines "middle class" by 

quoting Barbara Ehrenreich: "'This class can be defined [...] as all those people whose 

economic and social status is based on education, rather than on ownership of capital or 

property' [....] its class anxieties have been expressed increasingly in cultural and 

political conservatism" (130). It is not entirely clear how Ehrenreich (and therefore 

Brodkey) are defining education here, but I assume that they are using this term to imply 

tangible academic credentials. 

The term "common sense" (or the adjectival form of the word, "commonsense") 

o 
is especially prevalent in Brodkey's prose and is equated with "the end of conversation." 

Taken together, her use of these terms reveal another exigence that motivated Brodkey 

but not her critics. For her, "common sense" is an intensely-loaded and negative term, 

which she defines as "the presumption that it goes without saying that the familiar is 

natural" ("Preface" xvi)—^the opposite of her goals as a poststructuralist. "Judging by 

what I have read," Brodkey writes, "the most wonderful thing about possessing common 

^ Brodkey defines "modernism" as the belief that true or real knowledge is "objective, unbiased, neutral, 
disinterested, dispassionate, invisible, and apolitical" (xi). 
^ For example, in "Writing Permitted in Designated Areas Only," the term "common sense" appears 23 
times in the space of a 20 page essay; if one adds to this count the adjectival form of the word 
("commonsense"), it appears 33 times. 
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sense must be the satisfaction of saying in so many words that it goes without saying that 

you are right, that there would be nothing to talk about if people would just see 

'reason'—end of conversation" ("Writing Permitted" 148). From Brodkey's point of 

view, opponents of Writing about Difference in effect used common sense in order to 

"silence those of good sense" (146), and she cautions that "[t]he will of the middle class 

to regulate whatever it sees as threatening to its interests as a class cannot be 

overestimated" (137-38). 

Although Brodkey is defining the middle class according to the criterion of 

possessing education rather than owning capital or property, she nevertheless conceives 

of this class as anti-intellectual. For Brodkey, what makes the American middle-class 

anti-intellectual is that they favor media sound bites over sustained and rigorous 

discourse. Thus, the middle class is made up of people who are educated in only a 

superficial way. The prescriptivism that characterizes this class manifests itself in 

instrumental (rather than reflective) goals for education; unfortunately, she argues, this 

mind-set has seeped into academia in the form of faculty who are wedded to 

prescriptivism rather than poststructuralism, the latter being the best and perhaps the only 

theory that Brodkey considers relevant to composition studies. 

She insists that if the colleagues who opposed the course had come and talked to 

her about their concerns, she would have gladly considered what they had to say. Indeed, 

Brodkey claims that "in the spring 1990 department meeting [. ..] faculty members and 

graduate students had the opportunity to ask questions, express reservations, and make 

suggestions, some of which were taken into account" (Making" 251). In this meeting. 
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"three faculty members argued vociferously against the committee's decision to 

implement a common syllabus and to adopt the Rothenberg reader, [but] they argued 

against the decisions without accusing the committee of bad faith" ("Troubles" 190). 

Unfortunately, many of her other academic "critics [felt they] knew better, no matter how 

many times [she] explained that common sense is not always good sense in writing 

pedagogy" ("Writing Permitted" 139). These critics inexplicably felt justified in 

bypassing the legitimate forum Brodkey provided for voicing their complaints. In the 

1991 Village Voice article she co-authored with Shelli Fowler (the only text she wrote to 

include non-academics), Brodkey claims that several colleagues based their criticisms of 

the course on hearsay: "Neither the dean nor those in 'the university community' whose 

publicized opposition influenced [the president's] decision [to 'postpone' the course] saw 

the syllabus until weeks after [it] was postponed" ("Political Suspects"). She reiterates 

this complaint in her essay titled "Writing Permitted in Designated Areas Only." Here, 

Brodkey notes that "the pundits and professors who—without ever so much as looking at 

the syllabus—^rallied and railed against the decision to reform the [...] course [did so] 

because prescriptivism is after all just common sense" ("Writing Permitted" 139; 

emphasis in original). Reading these accounts provides Brodkey's readers with a 

palpable sense of her anger and frustration. Her feelings are understandable, especially 

given that her critics seemed to base their criticisms on rumors and preconceptions 

instead of examining the syllabus itself. 

Nevertheless, in many of the texts she has written about the controversy, 

Brodkey's voice takes on a particularly sarcastic and bitter tone that is ultimately not 
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conducive to the academic conversation she claims to value. For example, in "Writing 

Permitted in Designated Areas Only," she claims that "poststructuralism is the friendliest 

of the language theories to writing and writing pedagogy." She notes that her syllabus 

"cobbles together the two language theories, structuralism and poststructuralism, that 

have supported virtually all scholarship on composition and literature for the past forty-

some years. At least, I am not aware of any scholarship that is explicitly warranted by 

the commonsense precepts of linguistic prescriptivism" ("Writing Permitted" 142). 

Brodkey makes a move here toward discrediting the compositionists who opposed her by 

implying that the kind of work that they might publish does not qualify as legitimate 

scholarship. But while she criticizes her opponents for "end[ing.. .] conversation" (148), 

she also suggests that they are not her intellectual equals (142), a claim whose logical 

conclusion is that they were not really worth talking with in the first place. 

Indeed, in the texts she produced in response to the controversy, Brodkey seldom 

responds directly to her opponents' arguments, which perhaps arises out of the 

ambivalence toward academic conversation described above. The essay "Writing 

Permitted in Designated Areas Only" is one of the most interesting rhetorical sites from 

which to examine a pattern of non-response that is antithetical to the sort of academic 

conversation that Brodkey claims to espouse and the sense of community that Bernstein 

demonstrates to be so fundamental to a pragmatic outlook. One example of this tendency 

is Brodkey's reaction to the argument of Alan Gribben, the UT Austin literature professor 

who was one of her most vocal opponents. Brodkey explains that Gribben was quoted in 

The Chronicle of Higher Education as making the following remark: "'If you really care 
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about women and minorities making it in society, it doesn't make sense to direct their 

attention to oppression when they should be learning basic writing skills'" (Gribben qtd. 

in "Writing Permitted" 147). The entirety of Brodkey's response is as follows: "This 

strikes me as being of a piece with the opponents of sex education, who seem to think 

that adolescents would not even know about sex if their teachers would only refrain from 

mentioning it" (147). 

Gribben's remarks clearly arise out of a particular sort of conservative ideology, 

one that views progressive educators as threatening tradition when they seek to engage 

students in rigorous academic argumentation about socially and politically controversial 

issues. But Brodkey could have pointed out to Gribben that studying discrimination does 

not cancel out "learning basic writing skills." However, instead of attempting to 

demonstrate this important point, she responds to Gribben's argument with a comparison 

that from his perspective might have seemed flippant. The sex education opponents she 

describes try to prevent children from learning about sex because of an ill-conceived 

desire to protect children's safety, innocence, and/or morality. The argument Gribben 

makes about writing instruction may be equally flawed, but it is not analogous, for he 

does not claim that the topic of discrimination is somehow unsafe or immoral. Nor does 

he suggest that keeping this topic out of the classroom will prevent students from 

knowing that discrimination exists or from experiencing it first-hand. 

Instead of making a faulty comparison between Gribben's argument and the 

argument of sex education opponents, Brodkey could have shifted to a pragmatic 

standpoint in order to address Gribben's assumption that writing instruction and the topic 
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of discrimination cannot co-exist in a first-year composition course. She might have 

begun her response by acknowledging the difficulty of finding class time to cover both 

substantive intellectual content (on an important and complex issue like discrimination) 

and instruction in development, organization, style, and usage. She could then have 

focused on conveying specifically how Writing about Difference was going to enable 

teachers to address both goals. This would have involved mentioning specific elements 

in the syllabus and noting that grammar and style lessons were not noted on the document 

because teachers would first have needed to assess their students' particular needs (e.g., 

beginning with a short in-class writing task or diagnostic assigned during the first week 

of classes). 

Thus, instead of refusing to take his criticism seriously, Brodkey could have used 

Gribben's complaint to shift the conversation to their shared problem of limited class 

time as well as the ways in which the teacher workshops she planned to conduct were 

going to address how to integrate style and usage lessons into class sessions. This 

approach would have enabled Brodkey to demonstrate that the topic of difference and the 

leaming of fundamental writing skills are not mutually exclusive, and that indeed her 

course was going to prepare students to write well in various contexts—^thereby 

empowering the women and minorities that both she and Gribben care so much about 

serving. In contrast, adopting a dismissive attitude toward a critic like Gribben is 

counterproductive; it creates the impression of a rhetor who is (a) condescending and 

closed-minded, (b) confused about her opponent's criticism, or (c) clear on the substance 

of the criticism, but unsure of how to respond to it. 
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Brodkey also treats as irrelevant the criticisms of composition colleague John 

Ruskiewicz, whom she cuttingly dismisses as "a professor who writes handbooks" 

("Writing Permitted" 147). In an article that appeared in the college newspaper, 

Ruskiewicz voiced his concerns about the syllabus by insisting that rhetoric is '"the 

subject matter to be taught and learned'" in a first-year writing course and that such a 

course should focus '"on the logic and validity of arguments, the development and 

enrichment of ideas, the appropriate arrangement of subject matter, and the power and 

correctness of language'" (Ruskiewicz, qtd. in "Writing Permitted" 147). Instead of 

pointing out that her course was going to address all the categories Ruskiewicz names, 

Brodkey responds to his remarks with an exasperated and sarcastic one-liner: "Rhetoric 

as techniques devoid of content is just common sense" (147). How is it clear that 

Ruskiewicz's comment is a call for "rhetoric as techniques devoid of content"? It is a 

leap to make this claim when argumentation and development of ideas are among the 

categories he names as being especially important in a composition course. 

Brodkey's reaction to the argument of another composition colleague, Maxine 

Hairston, also served to curtail discussion. According to Brodkey, Hairston argued "in 

the popular press and a professional journal that since student texts should be the focus of 

instruction, teachers should assign no readings, so students can write about their own 

ideas" ( "Writing Permitted" 147).^ Brodkey's only response to this is that "[tjhere is just 

no arguing with common sense" (147). As was true of her response to Gribben and 

' The professional journal to which Brodkey alludes is CCC. When she refers to Hairston having published 
an article in "the popular press," I assume she is referring to the article that ran in the Chronicle of Higher 
Education in January of 1991, since I have found no other texts by Hairston that fit that description. 



151 

Ruskiewicz, here we again see Brodkey throwing up her hands and branding an 

opponent's claims as common sense and therefore not worth a thoughtful, serious 

response. It is important to note that Hairston co-authored with Ruskiewicz The Scott, 

Foresman Handbook for Writers, which Brodkey explains was on the assigned reading 

list as "a courtesy gesture toward prescriptivism" (142). Ironically, what Brodkey refers 

to as a courtesy gesture is anything but courteous. She implies that she was going to use 

her colleagues' handbook not because it was useful or good, but in order to be polite— 

and she published this remark in a book geared toward academics, which means that 

Ruskiewicz and Hairston were likely to be among those reading this disparaging remark. 

Thus, Brodkey's "courtesy gesture" could easily be perceived as a slap in the face. 

By responding to the arguments of Gribben, Ruskiewicz, and Hairston in the same 

dismissive manner, Brodkey conveys that, to borrow her own phrase, "it goes without 

saying that [she is] right" ("Writing Permitted" 148), that there is no reason to bother 

distinguishing between the substance of their remarks. Arguably, a critical part of being 

a university intellectual is not only "challenging received wisdom" ("Difference" 201), as 

Brodkey is so right to point out, but also making distinctions between various ideas— 

even when they arise out of ideologies that conflict sharply with our own. By lumping 

together all three detractors' ideas as anti-intellectual common sense, Brodkey contradicts 

her desire "to represent [our]selves and others as complex [. . .] subjects" ("Introduction" 

21). Of course, one of the crucial ways in which a rhetor establishes ethos is by choosing 

to treat her audience as equals, and gaining opponents' trust is only achieved when a 

rhetor manages to convey that she respects those she is trying to persuade. In The Public 
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and its Problems, Dewey speaks to this aspect of communication: "To leam to be human 

is to develop through the give-and-take of communication an effective sense of being an 

individually distinctive member of a community; [but] one who understands and 

appreciates its beliefs, desires and methods [...] [T]his translation is never finished" 

(154). Dewey's remarks suggest the importance of reciprocity in communication, and 

they reveal that Brodkey needed to remain consistent with one of her own ideological 

values: the importance of accounting for and respecting differences. In failing to do so, 

she played right into the underlying fears of conservative critics like Hairston and 

Ruskiewicz: that Writing about Difference was going to be a course in which 

conservative ideologies like their own would not be challenged, but would be dismissed 

altogether, thereby silencing dissenting views. Neglecting to engage her opponents' 

arguments in a serious manner all but guaranteed that Brodkey would not be able to gain 

their cooperation, which seriously undermined the possibility that she would be able to 

implement her course. 

Brodkey has a valid point when she argues that her colleagues should not have 

taken their criticisms outside of academia but should instead have approached her with 

their concerns. But it is not entirely clear that at least a few of them did not first attempt 

this more appropriate route. According to an article that ran in the Austin Chronicle, two 

members of the Lower Division English Policy Committee, John Ruskiewicz and James 

Duban (a literature professor in the department), felt that Brodkey ignored a specific 

request for information. Brodkey had just cancelled her order for Paula Rothenberg's 

Racism and Sexism, and the dean had provided her with funds to create a supplementary 
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packet in place of that reader. Apparently aware of this development and wanting to be 

kept in the loop, Ruskiewicz and James Duban sent Brodkey a letter on July 9, 1990 

saying that '"all members of the LDEPC should be kept current about [reading] materials 

being considered for the course'" and adding that '"We hope you'll keep us informed'" 

(qtd. in Henson and Philpott). 

The next day, Brodkey replied with a brief memo, in which she "thank[ed] them 

for their concern and [told] them that 'I plan to keep the members of the Lower Division 

English Policy Committee informed.'" Duban and Ruskiewicz later said that their letter 

was a direct request for information about course readings, which Brodkey ignored. But 

Brodkey insists that she "interpreted the letter more generally, and didn't take it as a 

request." Moreover, she points out that "information was available if they had bothered 

to come to her office and look at it" (Henson and Philpott). Brodkey is right that the 

letter was not literally a request; that would have required that the phrase "We hope 

you'll" be replaced with "please" in the sentence, "We hope you'll keep us informed." 

Nevertheless, it seems clear—especially in light of the volatile context that by this point 

existed—^that Ruskiewicz and Duban's letter was intended to be read as a request for 

information. Moreover, since Brodkey was aware that "opposition to the course was 

gathering on campus" during that time ("Political Suspects"), it is surprising that she did 

not choose to act in response to their letter. Instead of assuming that Duban and 

Ruskiewicz would stop by her office if they wanted more information, it would have 

been more advantageous to her cause for Brodkey to take the initiative and set up a 

meeting to discuss the course readings. 
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Underlying Brodkey's mixed messages about the value of academic conversation 

is a belief that there is little or no hope of persuading one's colleagues. Indeed, one of the 

most disconcerting aspects of Brodkey's discourse is the hopelessness she expresses 

regarding the possibility of rational conversation among compositionists. This cynicism 

is evident, for example, in her description of a 4Cs panel almost a year after the 

controversy erupted: 

The [sorts of] troubles [I experienced] seem only to be exacerbated by the 

pretense that they can be resolved rationally, as many of us who attended 

the Conference on College Composition and Communication [...] session 

"Freshman English and Social Issues: The Debate at Texas" saw for 

ourselves in March 1991 when Maxine Hairston, John Ruskiewicz, James 

Kinneavy, and John Slatin debated the syllabus. They spoke in anger, 

pain, fear, and sorrow, and in those idioms also spoke of their desire to 

restore reason to their respective worlds. ("Troubles" 188; emphasis mine) 

If the panelists spoke only under the "pretense" that they could sort through the 

controversy in a "rational" matter, then the implication is that their efforts to discuss 

matters were irrational. This is a serious charge to make given that all four speakers are 

members of her field—and a doubly serious charge given that they were all colleagues 

from her own department. But it is clear enough that from Brodkey's perspective, 

"restor[ing] reason to their respective worlds" was more important to the four panelists 

than challenging and refining their own and each other's ideas about what happened. 
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Laboring under the weight of this perception, it follows that Brodkey had little faith in the 

motives of her own composition colleagues. 

Brodkey further argues that there is an absence of hope when she describes the 

dean's belief in her ability to persuade her opponents. Brodkey claims, "The dean is 

rhetorically naive [...] for he seemed to believe that if I had persuaded him I could 

persuade everyone, including those who have other ideas about what ought to be taught 

in composition courses" ("Troubles" 182). Why was it so unreasonable or naive for the 

dean to believe that a rhetoric and composition professor could convince people to accept 

her course? Since Brodkey is a sophisticated, highly-educated professional 

communicator, it was reasonable for him to assume that she possessed the expertise to do 

so. As compositionist Christian Weisser argues in Moving Beyond Academic Discourse, 

"As discourse specialists, it should be our goal to create [...] links between discourse 

communities" (129). Yet in the remarks cited above, Brodkey undermines her authority 

as a discourse specialist by insisting that she had no hope of convincing her detractors. In 

contrast, philosopher Richard J. Bernstein explains that "The pragmatists [...] 

passionately argued that the response to contingency and uncertaintly should not be 

despair, wild relativism, or the flight to new absolutes. Our task—and it is a difficult 

never-ending task—is to learn to live with this contingency, to respond as intelligently as 

we can to the new conflicts and crises that arise in our everyday lives" (154). A 

pragmatic outlook could have empowered Brodkey to see that even if she had tried and 

failed to launch Writing about Difference, simply attempting to do so by altering her 

approach would have meant that she was making the most of an opportunity to persuade 
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even a few people, thereby illuminating more generally that composition courses involve 

more than instruction in grammar and structure. 

Yet a thread rurming throughout Brodkey's texts about her ordeal is the idea that 

after the controversy went public (i.e., after colleagues began to publish their complaints 

in the school and local newspapers), she was helpless to alter events. One of the ways in 

which she constructs this absence of agency is in her discussion of common sense, which 

I have already demonstrated to be a key term. What is particularly interesting is that in 

one of Brodkey's texts, "Writing Permitted in Designated Areas Only," "common sense" 

becomes personified as an entity that silences those of "good sense." When the key term 

"common sense" initially appears, the adjectival form of the word ("commonsense") is 

used more prevalently than the noun form; however, this pattern reverses itself as the 

article builds to its climax. On the last four pages, only "common sense" appears—and it 

appears 10 times. Thus, while the first portion of the text is full of "commonsense" 

theories, pundits, professors, arguments, and criticisms, in the last few pages of the essay 

common sense has suddenly become personified as an "unchecked force" ("Writing 

Permitted" 146) with which "[tjhere is just no arguing" (147). Having become an entity 

of such power, it seems almost inevitable that "[cjommon sense prevailed at Texas" 

(147)—and that Brodkey chose to gear her writing about the controversy to the 

academics who were already on her side. 

Again, it is John Dewey who provides insight into the reasons for and problems 

with such an attitude towards communication with others. In Experience and Nature he 

writes, 
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The human individual [. . .] hugs himself in his isolation and fights against 

disclosure, the give and take of communication, as for the very integrity of 

existence. Even communicable meanings are tinged with color of the 

uncommunicated; there is a quality of reserve in every publicity. [...] The 

sense of it may add a bitter loneliness to experience. [...] It may express 

itself in elaborated schemes of self-pity and in bursts of defiant 

exclamation: Here I stand and cannot otherwise. (242-43) 

Brodkey's particular use of the term common sense becomes an indirect claim that she 

was hopelessly outmatched and out of her league. If there was no hope of convincing 

her detractors, then it is easy to see why Brodkey would retreat from detractors and 

insist on directing her defense of the course toward those already sympathetic to her 

point of view. 

The Burden of Prooffor Teachers of Required Courses at Odds with the Need to 

Protect Academic Freedom 

One of the commonplace complaints in our field is that composition is afforded 

less respect than other disciplines. In "The Troubles at Texas," Brodkey invokes this 

commonplace, criticizing the president of UT Austin for placing a heavier burden on her 

than he would have if she had been a professor from another discipline: 

[H]e singled out one of what must be dozens of duly constituted 

departmental policy committees [...]. I seriously doubt that he would 

have required the physics department to put off teaching chaos theory had 

some ill-informed folks objected to the word chaos. [...] [T]he president 
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ought to have been concerned that postponement abrogated the academic 

freedom along with the authority of the faculty members responsible for 

lower-division courses in the English department. ("Troubles" 186) 

Brodkey makes a very good point here. It is certainly reasonable to argue that specialists 

hired to do a specific job should be allowed to carry out their responsibilities as they see 

fit, and it is distressing that the university president chose not to show solidarity with 

Brodkey or to step up and support her academic freedom. However, it is important to 

remember that E-306 (like most other first-year composition courses) is a required 

course, whereas other courses (such as those in physics) are mandatory only for students 

who have chosen to major in those areas. Recognizing this difference is crucial in 

understanding why president Cunningham is likely to have felt justified in placing an 

additional burden of explanation on Brodkey's shoulders. 

Many compositionists writing about the controversy have expressed surprise and 

frustration that people who supposedly had no stake in the course nevertheless felt 

compelled to make a fuss about it. Sharon Crowley voices this complaint in Composition 

in the University. "[WJhat I find [. . .] interesting about the furor," she writes, "is the fact 

that faculty outside of English departments as well as members of the press felt quite 

comfortable in defining what sort of course required English ought to be. [...] It is as 

though the curriculum of Freshman English is owned by the community at large" (230). I 

can certainly see Crowley's point: universities supposedly hire professionals whose 

expertise they believe they can trust. But while the outsiders Crowley identifies might 

not have had a direct stake in the controversy from her (or Brodkey's) point of view. 
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many outsiders apparently perceived that they did. In "Functional Communication: A 

Situational Perspective," published in 1980, Lloyd F. Bitzer helps explain this 

phenomenon: "[PJeople frequently have a strong relationship with the exigence and in 

one way or another are personally involved: they feel somehow [. . .] that the exigence or 

its modification will bring about good or evil for them, their families, or friends" (32). 

Bitzer's theory of rhetorical situation^*^ suggests that people do not need to have a direct 

stake in a controversy to feel involved on a personal level, and as described elsewhere, 

this seems especially to be the case in matters involving literacy instruction. As Dewey 

notes, "Discussion is communication, and it is by communication that ideas are shared 

and become a common possession" ("Experience, Knowledge, and Value" 607). (Anne 

Ruggles Gere addresses the perception of literacy as common property in "Public 

Opinion and Teaching Writing.") 

Viewed from this perspective, it is actually not surprising that outsiders somehow 

felt that they had a stake in Brodkey's course. Bitzer also notes that "An exigence 

involving [...] people few in number will be less affecting than one involving many 

people [. . .]" (32), and this helps explain outsiders' frustrated expectations vis-a-vis 

Writing about Difference. It is certainly the case that many people were involved in the 

controversy, since the Writing about Difference syllabus was going to be used to teach 

hundreds (and ultimately, thousands) of first-year students. From this point of view, it is 

understandable (if not desirable) that teachers of required courses should be prepared and 

"Functional Communication: A Situational Perspective" is actually a revision of his original theory, 
discussed in "The Rhetorical Situation," an essay that originally appeared in Philosophy and Rhetoric in 
1968. 
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willing to explain their pedagogies beyond what is asked of colleagues whose courses are 

not part of a university-wide requirement. This suggests that if Writing about Difference 

had been an elective or even a course required only for a particular major, far fewer 

people would have felt invested in it, making it easier for the president to let slide any 

anxiety people might voice about its content. But in the context of a campus-wide 

required writing course, it is more understandable than it would otherwise be for others 

(both inside and outside of the academy) to feel invested in what students are being 

taught. 

Indeed, since it is the full range of students who must take our courses, it is not 

surprising that the public as a whole feels they have more of a stake in our classes than in 

any other imiversity course. Whether compositionists like it or not, the public considers 

literacy to be common property that they co-own with us. Because reading and writing 

are so fundamental a part of people's lives, it is not surprising that members of the public 

have strong opinions about these subjects or that writing instruction comes under such 

intense scrutiny in the public sphere. Those outside of composition studies—whether 

they be inside the university or outside the academy altogether—exert influence over 

what and how we teach. Focusing exclusively on the injustice of this reality or ignoring 

it altogether does not change the fact that, as Foucault argues in The History of Sexuality, 

"the network of power relations [. . .] form[s] a dense web that passes through 

apparatuses and institutions, without being exactly localized in them" (96). Foucault's 

" Sharon Crowley does point out that "only one other college course has been imagined to be the 
intellectual property of persons not directly associated with its development or administration: that course 
is Western Civilization" (230). 
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description of the intricate nature of power relations is particularly relevant to 

composition studies. Brodkey argues passionately and compellingly that academic 

freedom means that academics should have the authority to teach what and how they 

want to teach. She insists that we should not have to contend with outside forces who 

encroach on what is rightfully our territory. Yet the issue of who has power in a society 

is not a simple matter of haves and have nots, or even should haves and shouldn't haves. 

Instead, power "comes from everywhere" {The History of Sexuality 93) and forms a vast 

"network" or "web" (96), rather than residing in one particular place or arising out of one 

particular individual or group. Thus, Brodkey's focus on who should and should not 

have the authority to influence composition ignores Foucault's insight—as well as the 

pragmatists' insistence that context be kept in mind at all times during any 

communicative exchange. 

This underscores how important it is for compositionists to assume responsibility 

for sharing widely the nature and the value of what we are about. And persuading 

diverse audiences depends upon our willingness and ability to adapt the ways in which 

we present our professional selves; this is a basic component of argumentation. In the 

texts she has produced about the controversy, Brodkey does not reveal this willingness or 

demonstrate this ability. An example that illustrates this problem is in the preface to 

Writing Permitted in Designated Areas Only. After she has thanked the various members 

of her field who have helped with the project, Brodkey expresses gratitude to her sister, 

but the way in which she does so emblematizes her desire to maintain authority by 

guarding knowledge rather than sharing it. She writes, "Since my sister Mary Archer is 
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not an academic, I do not usually discuss the intricacies of my research with her. But 

during the two years that I worked on the essay 'Writing on the Bias,' which concerns her 

childhood as well as mine, I often sought and always received her help" (Preface xvii). 

Brodkey specifies that she does "not usually discuss the intricacies" of her 

research with her sister because her sister "is not an academic." From this cause and 

effect relationship we can assume that Brodkey does not consider it either necessary or 

useful to share the details or complexity of her work with non-academics generally. 

While Brodkey's sister may not herself directly exert any influence over composition 

studies, it is clear that there are many non-academics who do influence our field. Peter 

Mortensen speaks to this by insisting that "Teacher-researchers in composition should 

embrace [a] new [vision of] professionalism, or else be willing to cede their authority to 

others whose aims and ethics in speaking about literacy may be inadequate to the task" 

(Mortensen 199). An important implication of Mortensen's claim is that fundamental to 

the health and growth of composition is our willingness and ability to share our research 

about discourse and about teaching writing in a way that will be engaging and persuasive 

to as broad an audience as possible. Mortensen's remarks also suggest that particular 

rhetorical situations such as the one Brodkey faced may require that we be willing to 

write texts that specifically target non-academic audiences. It seems to me that 

compositionists who refuse to share their work in this way may inadvertently help to 

perpetuate the impoverished image of writing teachers, rooted in current-traditionalism, 

that continues to pervade American culture. 



As a poststructuralist, Brodkey believes that a crucial component of any 

intellectual work is a focus on difference. She claims that her course was going to teach 

students the importance of paying attention to the consequences of imputing difference to 

others. But in Brodkey's discourse about the controversy, this focus on difference 

extends to a whole other level, to an emphasis on how critical literacy goals are 

hopelessly at odds with the public's (and some anti-intellectual academics') less 

reflective, more instrumental goals. I am not arguing that difference is an inappropriate 

category to study in the context of first-year composition, because I believe that it is. 

Instead, I am arguing that Brodkey focused on the differences between herself and her 

opponents to the exclusion of identifying and articulating shared values such that 

speaker-audience congruence might have been achieved. As Bernstein puts it. 

If we follow the logic of the development of the idea of community, if we 

realize that selfhood depends upon the capacity of the individual to 

assume the attitudes and the role of others, then we can detect an inner 

dynamic in the development of community life. This is a tendency which 

may, of course, be frustrated and distorted, but it is a dynamic toward the 

achievement of mutual recognition. (150; emphasis in original) 

To read Brodkey's account of her ordeal at UT Austin is to lose hope that postsecondary 

writing teachers can persuade the public—or even members of their own field—to 

entertain (much less adopt) a vision of composition studies that differs from the one they 

already hold. 
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As already noted, I agree with Brodkey that faculty should argue in committees, 

meetings, and scholarly publications. But there are times when we must move beyond 

these venues—^particularly when outsiders take issues in which we are involved and 

move them into the public domain. We need to refashion our identity so that responding 

publicly to public criticisms about our work is not viewed by colleagues as some sort of 

betrayal or unprofessional move that disqualifies us from being considered legitimate or 

serious faculty. In The Quest for Certainty, Dewey underscores the importance of 

critically examining the roles and rules and ways of thinking that we inherit. He writes. 

It is not for a moment suggested that we can get away from customs and 

established institutions. A mere break would doubtless result simply in 

chaos. But there is no danger of such a break. Mankind is too inertly 

conservative both by constitution and by education to give the idea of this 

danger actuality. What there is genuine danger of is [. . .] conservatism 

which insists upon the adequacy of old standards to meet new conditions. 

What is needed is intelligent examination of the consequences that are 

actually effected by inherited institutions and customs, in order that there 

may be intelligent consideration of the ways in which they are to be 

intentionally modified in behalf of generation of different consequences. 

(589) 

Dewey's insistence on openness, flexibility, and fallibility in thinking and 

communicating shows how important it is that compositionists be open to refashioning 

their discursive approaches and even their professional identities in response to the "new 
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conditions" (to borrow Dewey's term) that inevitably arise, and which cannot always be 

predicted. 

It is crucial to our ethos and authority that compositionists not be precluded from 

responding directly to public criticisms or of demonstrating a willingness to compromise 

when particular exigences seem to require it, even if going public has not traditionally 

been our custom. In contrast to "capricious pragmatism based on exaltation of personal 

desire," Dewey insists that "Only when obstacles are treated as challenges to remaking of 

personal desire and thought [...] are opposition and duality rightly understood" 

{Experience and Nature 242). It is impossible to predict the exact consequences of 

listening to and engaging with opponents, but it seems to me that Dewey shows us how 

the act of communicating with even our most conservative critics has the potential to 

transform our own desires and therefore the status quo. Compositionists cannot expect to 

convince everyone to agree with us or to act in the ways that we advocate, but this is not 

a good reason to abdicate trying to convince anyone, a distinction I explore in the next 

(and final) chapter through a discussion of public intellectualism and activist 

intellectualism. 
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Chapter Five: A Pragmatic Outlook and Activist Intellectualism in the Context of 

First-Year Composition 

Although composition studies has established itself as a serious discipline—in 

terms of the sophistication of our research, the number of journals and graduate programs 

we have, and so forth—^there is a tremendous disconnect between compositionists' 

perceptions of their professional identity, and the role that others want us to play as 

teachers of college writing, especially when it comes to first-year composition courses. 

Composition studies cannot afford to ignore this gulf, as the outcome of the Writing 

about Difference controversy demonstrates. Indeed, the controversy reveals just how 

vulnerable composition studies can be to powerful conservative forces, and how 

competing perceptions held by compositionists and outside others about our identity can 

undermine our authority and ethos in very concrete, material ways. 

There are parallels between the competing discourses of today and those that were 

circulating in 1990, suggesting that many compositionists (especially those involved in 

first-year composition course design) might find it useful to explore the ways in which 

their own contexts resonate with Brodkey's. As was the case during the Writing about 

Difference ordeal, the field is still, as a whole, rejecting current-traditionalism and is 

working instead from "politically centered approach[es] to social construction" (Weisser 

23). These theories are grounded (at least in part) in postmodern theory and 

poststructuralism, and they therefore set themselves against approaches arising out of 

modernist ideologies, including current-traditionalism, expressivism, and cognitivism. 

Russel K. Durst describes the field today as being dominated by critical literacy, and he 
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describes current critical literacy theories and approaches to teaching first-year 

composition in the following way: 

[CJritical literacy approaches ask students to examine their relationships to 

language and other cultural tools in an attempt to understand their role as 

actors in history and to realize their potential to create change on both a 

small and large scale. [. ..] Critical literacy approaches in composition 

emphasize self-reflection, multi-perspectival thinking, explicit 

consideration of ideological issues, rigorous development of ideas, and 

questioning of established ways of thinking. [.. .] Current approaches also 

foreground awareness of social and political inequities and consideration 

of ways to resolve them. (3) 

Critical literacy theories. Durst notes, are rooted in the work of Paulo Freire, postmodern 

and poststructural theories, cultural studies, feminist theories, and Frankfurt School 

Marxism. He cites Patricia Bizzell and John Trimbur as having been especially 

influential in developing critical literacy in the context of required first-year composition 

courses (Durst 3). 

Yet as was true in 1990, non-compositionists (including colleagues in other 

academic disciplines) are still for the most part wedded to a current-traditional notion of 

college composition that rests on a whole different set of assumptions and values (see 

chapter 2). American culture and politics continue to be dominated by conservatism. 

9/11 and its aftermath, including the war with Iraq and the ongoing "War on Terror," 

have exacerbated this trend, and they demonstrate that large-scale political and cultural 
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instability are on-going aspects of American life. The discourse of the back-to-basics 

frenzy that began in the 1970s is still with us, manifest in the continuing demand that 

teachers at all levels demonstrate their commitment to standards and accountability, work 

to raise test scores, and so forth. In his Introduction to John Dewey and the Challenge of 

Classroom Practice, published in 1998 and co-authored with compositionist Lucille 

McCarthy, philosophy professor Stephen M. Fishman notes that 

Our country's 3.1 million teachers are under greater scrutiny than ever 

before [from legislators, trustees, and the larger constituencies the 

universities serve]. In fact, current concern about quality instruction is so 

great that it has spread to include educational institutions previously 

immune to outside examination, namely, our nation's colleges and 

universities. (1) 

Interestingly, one small but concrete instance that today's conservatism and Culture Wars 

are not all that different from those elements in 1990 again involves Linda Brodkey, this 

time at UCSD's Warren College in 2002, where Brodkey is Professor of Literature and 

Director of the Warren College Writing Program. The course being criticized is a 

required first-year composition course that Brodkey designed (titled WCWP lOA). In the 

fall 2002 semester, Luann Wright, a former high school science teacher and the mother of 

a student taking the course, decided that it was overly politicized, since "all the essays 

they had to read were race-related" (Wright qtd. in Bartlett). In direct response to her 

son's experience in Brodkey's course, Wright launched a Web site titled 

"NoIndoctrination.org." The purpose of this site is to provide a forum for students at 
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universities nation-wide to post anonymous complaints about their college professors' 

political biases (Schevitz). Here is an example of an anonymous student complaint about 

Brodkey's course, posted on the Web site: 

While there were no lectures (only discussions/workshops) the writing 

director. Professor Brodkey, did at times sit in on discussions. When she 

did, the class always took on more of an indoctrinating air than usual. 

Brodkey would sometimes point out things in our readings in a way which 

not only made clear her own views, but expected us to feel the same (she 

was quite intimidating). Furthermore, on these occasions the TA seemed 

more dedicated than usual to making the course an indoctrination session. 

The anonymous writer of this post goes on to complain that writing skills were not taught 

in the course and insinuates that in 1998, an unnamed UCSD faculty member expressed 

concern that Brodkey's curriculum was one-sided, although this claim is left completely 

unsubstantiated. 

In a December 6, 2002 article in ChronWatch titled "Website Exposes Radical 

Prof," David Katz describes the NoIndoctrination.org Web site and focuses in particular 

on complaints against Brodkey. Not only does he mention the complaints leveled against 

her at UCSD, but he resurrects the 1990 Writing about Difference controversy as well. 

He writes. 

Since WCWP 10a is a required writing course, one would expect 

instruction on grammar, exposition, and style rather than essays on sexism 

or racism. However, this is documented history for the course's developer 
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and administrator, Professor Linda Brodkey. She was the architect of a 

similar course at the University of Texas at Austin in 1990. [...] The 

question isn't so much about Professor Brodkey. It is whether the 

University of California system will allow individual professors and 

administrators to use the classroom to advance their political agendas 

rather than educate their students. (Katz) 

As was true of opponents' criticisms during the original controversy, Katz seems to be 

misinformed about Writing about Difference. For example, he cites the infamous Paula 

Rothenberg reader as one of the required texts for the course. He also indicates that the 

anonymous advertisement that appeared in the school newspaper, signed by 55 faculty 

members, was paid for by those professors, when in fact it was paid for by the Texas 

Association of Scholars (TAS).' 

Wright, the mother who created Nolndoctrination.org, insists that "Tm not out 

here to criticize their research. I'm criticizing what students are paying for. If they are 

paying for a writing course, they should get a writing course'" (Wright, qtd. in Schevitz). 

Wright designed the site so that whenever a complaint is posted, "a notice [is sent] to the 

professor inviting him/her to contest any specifics. [. . .] If we receive a rebuttal, it will be 

posted here," Wright. To date, Brodkey has not posted a rebuttal, and in fact only one 

professor charged with politicized instruction (an economist at Bucknell) has chosen to 

do so. One obvious reason that professors might avoid this invitation is that responding to 

a faceless opponent can be seen as presenting an uneven playing field. 

' See chapter 3 for more on the advertisement. 
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The existence of the NoIndoctrination.org Web site suggests that compositionists 

in particular run the risk of being immediately flagged as indoctrinating students 

whenever they stray from current-traditional expectations and attempt to design 

irmovative first-year writing courses. In other words, many of us are vulnerable to others 

who refuse to recognize our authority and who want us to occupy an identity that 

conflicts with the one we have worked so hard to create over an almost four-decade 

period. This site provides further proof that the competing discourses of 1990 are alive 

and well today in 2004. 

In Reception Histories: Rhetoric, Pragmatism, and American Cultural Politics, 

published in 1998, English professor and neopragmatist Steven Mailloux provides 

insight, albeit indirectly, into why the humanities have been a particular target of 

conservative attacks. He writes, "Humanities disciplines analyze the fundamental 

techniques of communication used by other components of the whole educational system 

and the larger society, as well as criticize those techniques and the cultural web of beliefs 

in which they are practiced" (192). Mailloux's remarks help explain why there seems to 

an ongoing tendency in American culture to resist innovation within humanities 

disciplines, but he does not account for the added pressure that literature and especially 

writing teachers receive from conservative forces. In "Public Opinion and Teaching 

Writing," Anne Ruggles Gere begins to fill in that gap. Gere argues that the public's 

conservative expectations for literacy instruction in particular can be traced (at least in 

part) to "a feeling that success in our economic system requires writing ability" (274). 

Therefore, members of the public expect college composition courses to teach writing 
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skills that will help students succeed within the existing economic and political structure 

of our country, rather than teaching them how to change it. And it seems to be easier for 

the public to imagine that instruction in grammar and essay structure will deliver the tools 

for economic success more readily than critical literacy instruction will do. From the 

perspective of others, innovative or progressive first-year composition courses do not 

immediately resonate with their vision of composition instruction. 

The tenacity of the Right's discourse regarding humanities generally and 

composition particularly has led many writing teachers to conclude that composition 

studies is no match for the conservative and powerful forces that seem determined to 

prevent us from implementing innovative first-year composition courses (despite the 

decades of research behind our various approaches). Indeed, as I have discussed in 

chapter 3, many compositionists seem convinced that the differences between us and the 

public are irreconcilable, and some have cited the Writing about Difference debacle of 

1990 as proof (e.g., Harkin; Herrington; Faigley). 

Yet other scholars working in the humanities, like Stephen Mailloux, Michael 

Berube, and Gary Nelson, suggest that there are different ways of thinking about the 

Culture Wars and the role that intellectuals in the humanities might play in effecting the 

outcome of those wars. For example, Mailloux argues that "cultural rhetoricians" must 

involve themselves in the battles over the humanities: 

The academic humanities struggle today with their critical relation to the 

society in which they reside. The Culture Wars are with us still, and 

rhetorical study has a crucial function to play in those wars. While 
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continuing debate over the future role of public intellectuals, cultural 

rhetoricians should analyze, discuss, and respond forcefully to the political 

challenges now facing the professionalized humanities. (195-96) 

Whatever form the Culture Wars may take at a particular time (or place)—including "fear 

of relativism" (173) or anxiety over changes to the literary canon (167)—Mailloux 

suggests how important it is for rhetorically-oriented intellectuals in the humanities to 

assume an active role in the public debates over our work. 

In their Introduction to Higher Education under Fire, published in 1995, Gary 

Nelson and Michael Berube foreshadow Mailloux's later assessment and particularize 

their remarks to the ways in which English Studies continue to be especially hard hit by 

the more general assault on the humanities. They contend that 

As English [rhetoric and composition and literary studies] has become 

increasingly associated with political correctness and doctrinaire, 

leftistradicalism, it has been either marginalized as a source of social 

critique, or worse, taken to stand for the degeneracy of the himianities in 

toto. The response from English, therefore, must be directed both at "the 

public" (students, parents, high school teachers, legislators, trustees, 

"general readers") and at other constituencies in the university. (18) 

Berube and Nelson's claim that intellectuals must become actively engaged in debates 

about the humanities takes a more concrete turn than Mailloux's call to action, in that 

they explicitly note the various outside audiences English Studies scholars must attempt 

to persuade. 
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Writing three years after the publication of Berube and Nelson's edited volume, 

Peter Mortensen in "Going Public" posits "representation" as a keyword in the Culture 

Wars, gearing his remarks to the assault on composition studies' authority and identity as 

represented in the popular press. Alluding directly to the Writing about Difference 

controversy at UT Austin, Mortensen suggests that the need for compositionists to craft 

some sort of public voice—in order to address the sorts of constituencies Berube and 

Nelson name—is becoming increasingly urgent. Compositionists must "go [. . .] public 

with what we do, with what we know" (182), he writes, because the alternative is "to 

cede [our] authority to others whose aims and ethics in speaking about literacy may be 

inadequate to the task" (199). 

Mortensen suggests that this need has become especially vital in the wake of the 

Writing about Difference controversy, which only made a lasting impression outside the 

university because of journalist Richard Bernstein's Dictatorship of Virtue (Mortensen 

201), a text discussed in chapters 3 and 4 of this dissertation.^ Bernstein's best-selling 

book, Mortensen contends, serves as a prime example of how much compositionists stand 

to lose when others speak and write for and about us and our work. If compositionists do 

not find ways to establish greater control over their representation in the public sphere, 

powerful opposing forces will be all too ready to exert their influence by stepping in and 

pushing their own ideological program for writing instruction. As Anne Ruggles Gere 

argues in "Public Opinion and Teaching Writing," "People in this country feel too 

strongly about 'teaching writing' to leave it uncontested" (273). These strong feelings 

^ Here I am referring to Bernstein the conservative journalist, not Bernstein the neopragmatist philosopher. 
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explain, at least in part, why large segments of the public seem to consider themselves 

co-owners of the intellectual territory compositionists have worked so hard to call their 

own. 

In his 1999 book Collision Course: Conflict, Negotiation, and Learning in 

College Composition, Russel K. Durst provides an example of how helpful a pragmatic 

outlook can be when compositionists seek to implement innovative first-year composition 

curricula but encounter opposition from conservative students. Burst's interest in the 

gulf between the assumptions and goals of students and those of teachers led him to 

undertake a two-year qualitative study that focused on one first-year composition class at 

the University of Cincinnati, where he is a Professor in the Department of English. 

Durst conducted interviews, observed class lessons and discussions, and analyzed student 

texts and course materials (2). He describes the students he observed and interviewed as 

being "career-oriented pragmatists""^ and claims that this orientation puts them at odds not 

only with their particular writing teachers but with the majority of compositionists, who 

tend to draw on one form or another of a critical literacy approach to teaching writing, 

which may mean excluding (or at least de-emphasizing) the nuts-and-bolts instruction 

that students usually hope to gain from such a course (2-3). 

Because so many of our students are expecting a skills-oriented, current-

traditional approach to first-year composition instruction, the benefits of a critical literacy 

approach are often unclear to them (3-4). Confusion and frustrated expectations, then, 

^ Durst is the former Acting Head of that same department and the former Director of Composition. 
" Although Durst does quote Dewey in several places, he nevertheless seems throughout his book to be 
using the word "pragmatism" in the more everyday, dictionary-sense of that term. 
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ones taught at Cincirmati, and like Brodkey's effort with Writing about Difference at UT 

Austin. At the same time that compositionists are distressed by students' uncooperative 

attitude and lack of enthusiasm (171), students are often developing or reinforcing an 

impression of composition courses as negative, overly complicated, and not immediately 

useful (176). Few of them realize that complex, multi-perspectival thinking is necessary 

if one is to produce good writing in the context of even short written assignments; nor do 

they tend to grasp when they enter college that even their most informal writing, in one 

way or another, is an argument. 

After describing these seemingly irreconcilable discourses—which can crudely be 

broken down into the categories of teacher intellectualism and student careerism—Durst 

posits "reflective instrumentalism" as a means of combining teachers' critical literacy 

objectives with students' "pragmatic" desire for practical, skills-oriented instruction. It is 

both impractical and unethical, says Durst, to build courses on the premise that students 

are going to be transformed into "critical intellectuals and political activists" (6). Instead 

of trying either to ignore or fix students' careerist desires. Durst insists that composition 

teachers need to listen to, respect, and incorporate into their curricula the desires and 

goals of these students. This does not mean that compositionists must assume a service 

identity, and indeed. Durst insists that he is committed to "provid[ing] intellectual 

development and strategies for addressing public issues" in the courses he designs (174), 

rather than simply viewing first-year composition as a feeder course for other disciplines. 
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But he maintains that "In denying the legitimacy of students' pre-professionalism, we 

risk losing something very important: the cooperation of our students" (177). 

Durst argues that one of the things that stands in the way of creating the sort of 

compromise that he believes is embodied in reflective instrumentalism is the fact that 

compositionists are often quick to oppose approaches that emphasize skills because they 

tend to consider "such pedestrian matters as writing strategies [as being] beneath the 

consideration of serious thinkers" (5). As I demonstrated in chapters 3 and 4, this was 

one of the assumptions that prevented Brodkey from creating common ground with 

conservative opponents, which contributed to their lack of cooperation and support for 

the course she designed. Because compositionists often choose controversial course 

topics and because we are often dealing with conservative constituencies, we must take 

care to anticipate the ways in which others may mistake our instruction as indoctrinating 

or, at the very least, as not useful. 

Durst's effort to reconcile the competing discourses of students and teachers 

resonates with Berube and Nelson's call to action regarding the Culture Wars. They 

write, 

The public debates about higher education over the past several years have 

suffered badly from the tendency—in both the media and the academy—to 

package every issue in terms of irreconcilable opposing positions. Yet 

[...] teachers and scholars in institutions of higher education must try to 

regain control of their own representation. (27) 
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Implicit in Berube and Nelson's remarks is the idea that despite the challenges of doing 

so, academics must continue to think creatively about how they might more effectively 

communicate with others whose values and assumptions conflict with theirs. Moreover, 

by framing their final claim as an imperative or directive, they do not suggest but rather 

insist on the importance of forward movement and hope—notions, I have argued 

throughout this project, that are characteristic of a pragmatic outlook. 

In Collision Course, Durst begins an important conversation about the possibility 

of reconciling seemingly incompatible perceptions about the purposes of first-year 

composition instruction, and he does so by providing a useful analysis of teachers' and 

first-year students' conflicting perceptions. Yet Durst only configures that conflict as it 

occurs in the physical space of the composition classroom—and after a particular 

curriculum has already been established. While Durst's focus on the ideological 

underpinnings of classroom interactions certainly provides important insights to the field, 

it leaves open the question of how to approach a rhetorical situation in which 

compositionists find themselves faced with conflicting discourses in literal and figurative 

locations outside of the classroom—and before a curriculum or individual course has 

been implemented. 

Working to create composition courses that embody a compromise between 

teachers' and students' values and beliefs about literacy, as Durst urges compositionists 

to do, is important but ultimately not adequate in addressing a rhetorical situation like the 

one that Brodkey faced, or in addressing more generally the sorts of conflicts that are 

likely to arise in a conservative cultural climate. As I have demonstrated in chapters 3 
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and 4, Writing about Difference could have been shown to fit Burst's definition of 

reflective instrumentalism, and yet that had little bearing on how detractors and 

supporters labeled the course, or on its ultimate fate at UT Austin. Thus, the Writing 

about Difference controversy powerfully demonstrates that compositionists' efforts to 

grapple with and reconcile competing discourses must extend beyond the immediate 

classroom context that Durst describes. I contend that it would be useful to apply his 

ideas more broadly—^to how compositionists might approach interactions with and 

engage the assumptions of not only students, but colleagues in other disciplines, 

administrators, parents, the media, and the various people with whom they must directly 

or indirectly interact. Intellectuals working in rhetoric and composition need the 

cooperation, understanding, and respect of a wider variety of others than Durst identifies; 

what can happen in the absence of that support is a lesson that the Writing about 

Difference ordeal makes painfully clear. 

I posit activist intellectualism as a concrete and useful manifestation of a 

pragmatic outlook. Activist intellectualism provides an approach for compositionists to 

work for compromise and change in their local contexts and in the public sphere in a way 

that includes but ultimately moves beyond Durst's concept of reflective instrumentalism. 

Fashioning a professional identity that more consistently includes activist intellectualism 

has the potential to better establish our authority and ethos with conservative and/or 

uncooperative others whose support we ultimately need in order to implement the 

innovative first-year composition courses and curricula that so many of us value and 

consider to be a crucial part of our identity as literacy teachers and scholars. 
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The term "activist intellectual" is not original with me, but is taken from Christian 

Weisser's Moving Beyond Academic Discourse, published in 2002. As the term suggests, 

activist intellectualism is related to the concept of public intellectualism, but I agree with 

Weisser's claim that activist intellectualism has greater potential to create change in the 

context of a postmodern world and that public intellectualism is no longer possible in the 

sense that it once was. The traditional concept of the public intellectual was of "someone 

who speaks to the masses on matters of general interest" (Weisser 118), a person who 

members of society look to for "for guidance on broad social and political issues" (118-

19). Yet society no longer produces such figures because when the popular press became 

the dominant element in the public sphere (i.e., the literal and figurative location where 

discourse is produced), academics were no longer able to compete with the media for the 

public's attention (119). In Professional Correctness: Literary Studies and Political 

Change, Stanley Fish puts it this way: "Academics do not have a stage or pulpit from 

which their pronouncements, should they be so inclined to make them, could be 

broadcast" (119-20). In brief, the public sphere has become too fragmented and media-

saturated to produce the modernist ideal of the public intellectual. 

Yet the lack of a consistently available stage or pulpit need not preclude a 

modified form of public intellectualism. Weisser describes in the following way his 

vision of the nature and importance of activist intellectualism as a realistic alternative to 

public intellectualism in the traditional sense: 

Intellectuals [...] must [...] look for alternative sites in which to voice 

their opinions on social and political issues. [...] [PJublic discourse need 
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not be limited to a single discursive arena that reaches a huge cross-section 

of society. What I'd like to suggest is that we look to the variety of spaces 

already available to us for work as activist intellectuals. [...] We can 

promote change in our communities and public spheres through three 

general and interconnected means: through the classroom, through 

scholarship, and through our own public actions. These means must 

reinforce each other if our activism is to have any effect at all. (123) 

Drawing on Weisser's important work in this area, my sense is that compositionists who 

are interested in developing and implementing innovative first-year composition courses 

and curricula can fashion themselves as activist intellectuals in the sense of being 

academics who seize opportunities—large and small—to communicate with others whose 

assumptions about college composition conflict (often severely) with their own. Durst 

begins this process by carefully listening to students and incorporating what he 

understands to be their desires into his courses. But for the remainder of this chapter, I 

will concentrate on some other ways in which activist intellectualism might manifest 

itself in composition studies, particularly in the context of first-year composition. 

The Writing about Difference controversy demonstrates that in many cases, 

compositionists need to adopt a pragmatic outlook on reaching out to the local publics 

that surround and enter into our space. It makes sense that a first step in undertaking this 

kind of project would be to study local constituencies when we undertake significant 

changes to our courses and our curricula. What do those constituencies value? What are 

their primary fears, concerns, prejudices, and assumptions? By identifying these 
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elements in local groups (e.g., the Texas Association of Scholars during the Writing 

about Difference controversy), composition scholars can work on devising ways to 

establish common ground with these others. 

The Writing about Difference ordeal also demonstrates that compositionists 

cannot rely on academic freedom to protect them from public concerns about and 

expectations for writing instruction. Because I am reading the controversy through a 

particular sort of pragmatic lens, articulated in chapter 1,1 am by design resisting the 

urge to explore whether academic freedom should protect Brodkey and other progressive 

compositionists from conservative assaults. 1 believe that academic freedom should 

indeed protect academics from non-academic cultural and political pressures, yet the 

original question and its answer do not seem adequate in suggesting ways to cope with 

rhetorical situations like the one Brodkey faced. Thus, I consider it more relevant in the 

present context to ask a different question: Since academic freedom does not seem at this 

particular moment to offer adequate protection from public concerns, are there other 

avenues open to compositionists for dealing with others' efforts to influence what we do 

and how we do it, particularly in the context of required first-year composition courses? 

Albeit indirectly, this is the question that Virginia Anderson explores in "Property 

Rights," an essay in which she critiques Brodkey's handling of the Writing about 

Difference controversy. In her "Response" to David Bleich in the January 2001 issue of 

CCC, Anderson defends the argument developed in "Property Rights," countering 

Bleich's claim that criticizing Brodkey is inappropriate.^ As seems to be the case with 

^ See chapter 3 for a review of Anderson's and Bleich's texts. 
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Anderson, I assume that studying historical cases provides insights that activist 

intellectuals can use in attempting to deal with their own difficult rhetorical situations 

when trying to change composition curricula. As Anderson puts it, 

Pervasive structures of language—for example, how language works 

through processes of naming and categorizing—can push us in certain 

directions, directions that may make it harder for us to accomplish 

important aims. [...] [I] imagine rhetorical criticism as a way of bringing 

many minds together to work out difficult problems, more often than not 

with the benefit of hindsight, so that the challenges faced by some can 

smooth the future for us all. ("Response") 

Pragmatism insists on hope, which comes from forward (but usually incremental) 

movement. The scale of that forward movement is not as important as that forward 

movement, experimentation, and compromise are undertaken. The process of engaging 

these elements necessarily creates social change, even if we do not always get the results 

we want in the course of that process, and even if we cannot always see the results of our 

actions at the time. Berube and Nelson indirectly speak to this aspect of pragmatism 

when they note that, "If politically committed academics enter into this kind of discussion 

[discussions about the Culture Wars], the end product, it appears, may not be ultimate 

victory for one side or the other but rather the creation of new intellectual positions and 

coalitions whose shape cannot be altogether predicted from the character of current 

conflicts" (27). Like Anderson, Berube and Nelson provide an important reminder that a 

pragmatic outlook and activist intellectualism do not guarantee particular results, but that 
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because they encourage negotiation and compromise, they do increase the likelihood of 

achieving at least some version of our goals. This suggests that while Brodkey might not 

have been able to implement her syllabus at UT Austin no matter what she did, the 

possibility did exist. And even if she had not been able to salvage the course, she might 

have convinced members of the public to think differently about writing and writing 

teachers, even if only at the micro level. That sort of localized outcome would have been 

valuable in and of itself, as it represents the kind of "trickle-down" (Weisser 128) or 

piecemeal change that is most realistic in a postmodern world. 

In order to persuade people of diverse cultural backgrounds and beliefs, 

compositionists who are vulnerable to conservative assaults must first attempt to address 

the things the audience knows and cares about, before moving into what we know and 

care about. Mailloux speaks to the importance of this approach for beleaguered 

intellectuals in the humanities generally: 

To understand an act within a foreign culture, the differences must be 

found in the margins of our own. A completely other would be 

unintelligible. But as the marginal comes into focus or even moves toward 

the center, the boundaries of our horizons can shift and even be expanded 

by the other within. Another way of putting this: as we interact with other 

communities, traditions, cultures, we can reweave our webs of belief to 

take account of the other. (15-16) 

By suggesting that such "foreign" interactions can involve "reweav[ing] our webs of 

belief," Mailloux espouses a claim made by neopragmatist philosopher Robert B. 
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Westbrook in "Pragmatism and Democracy: Reconstructing the Logic of John Dewey's 

Faith." Westbrook writes, "To use Dewey's language, one might say that a deliberative 

democracy is an association in which individual members seek by means of deliberation 

to transform their individual 'desires' into a collective consensus about what is 

'desirable'" (138). Being open to the idea of having our professional desires influenced 

by conservative others is a challenge, particularly for compositionists, who have decades 

of institutional memory that casts those others as the enemy. Yet demonstrating a 

willingness to listen to those others is both ethical and self serving (in the sense of 

creating the possibility for gaining greater cooperation from those others). 

Part of that cooperation also derives from Anderson's claim, mentioned above, 

that past cases and the "processes of naming and categorizing" demonstrate potential for 

"smooth[ing] the future" for scholars in rhetoric and composition. In Reception 

Histories, Mailloux demonstrates his own affinity for this approach. He discusses in 

detail his rocky experiences as Chair of the English department at Syracuse University 

from 1986-1989 (153). When Mailloux took the job, he "proposed to use rhetorical study 

as a framework for bringing together the distinct segments of the department" (153). But 

he undertook this project with an insufficient awareness of the "history of rhetorical 

conflict in SU's English departmenf (154). This conflict, he claims, was caused by two 

major factors that ultimately undermined his efforts to reform the curriculum with 

rhetoric as the common element uniting all the disciplines within the department. The 

first factor that complicated his efforts was that the composition program, headed by 

Louise Wetherbee Phelps, had separated from the English department the semester before 
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his arrival (154). After their departure, he explains, rhetoric was immediately perceived 

as something that belonged "outside the English department" (160). 

The second factor that complicated his efforts to bring innovative curricular 

reform to the English department was an unusual memo-writing practice that had been 

established in the department prior to his arrival. Mailloux writes that "Long before [he] 

appeared on the scene, [his] new colleagues, primarily those interested in poststructuralist 

theory, had developed the practice of writing memos to argue for curricular change. [He] 

had never seen anything like it. [...] These memos were remarkable examples of 

polemical critique, theoretically sophisticated and intellectually challenging" (155). 

Mailloux devised a triangle-shaped model to try to communicate with his colleagues how 

he envisioned the new curriculum. On one side was "culture," on the other was "theory," 

and forming the base of the triangle was "rhetoric" (155). This proposal was met by a 

flurry of memos, in which colleagues from various disciplines within the department 

criticized the model and argued for alternatives. In response to some of these criticisms, 

Mailloux altered his model, replacing the base of the triangle with "textuality," and 

placing the term "rhetoric" in the middle of the triangle, to represent the way in which 

rhetoric would provide the "frame for defining and arguing over textuality, culture, and 

theory" (159). Adding "textuality" to the model, however, did not appease opponents in 

the way that he hoped it would. 

Among the most active in the memo wars that took place during Mailloux's stint 

as Chair were Mas'ud Zavarzadeh and Donald Morton (161). Both saw Mailloux's 

emphasis on rhetoric as being a veiled effort to impose a conservative ideology onto the 
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entire department. In one memo they wrote, '"Syracuse's 'new' curriculum is similar to 

many other 'new' curricula in that it is part of a concerted political effort by 

conservatives to contain change by recycling traditional educational ideas and practices 

by up-dating 'literary studies' as the study of 'rhetoric'"" (Morton and Zavarzadeh, qtd. 

in Mailloux 162). 

Mailloux's desire to make "cultural rhetoric" (the term he ultimately settled on 

and pushed for) the core of the department ultimately failed. Most of his colleagues were 

more comfortable with concepts and organizing terms like "the problematics of reading" 

or "modes of inquiry," and in spring of 1988, the department "major was officially 

designated as English and Textual Studies" (164). 

Mailloux's reflections on both the memo-writing custom of his colleagues and the 

writing program's secession from the English department are interesting on a number of 

levels. Especially important is the attitude he displays toward that rhetorical situation, 

including his relationship with his most outspoken opponents. While Mailloux does not 

deny the difficulty of addressing their vastly differing expectations and assumptions 

about the curriculum, he focuses his analysis on what he could have done differently in 

his role as Chair. "Why did 'rhetoric' lose out as an organizing term?" Mailloux asks. 

He answers that question in the following way: 

The proposal of rhetoric by a rhetorician beginning with politics did not 

convince an audience whose conceptions of rhetoric began with either 

language or composition. [. . .] I lost out in the institutional politics of 

naming partly because many people in the department viewed rhetoric 
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through a narrow understanding of composition study. Unfamiliar with 

the rich theorizing and sophisticated research in this emergent discipline, 

some did not take rhetoric as disciplinary knowledge seriously and viewed 

composition simply as the intuitive act of teaching writing, something 

"they" did over there in the Writing Program. (164-66). 

The implication is that Mailloux needed to account much more fully than he did for the 

loaded meaning that "rhetoric" had for his colleagues, and how pushing that term as the 

focal point of the department was too discordant with others' ideological assumptions to 

be supported by those others. In brief, Mailloux suggests that he wasn't mindful enough 

about understanding differences and trying to compromise with his colleagues. In order 

to make his point, he refers to the fact that British pragmatist F.C.S. Schiller wrote to 

William James about his frustration over John Dewey's rejection of the term 

"pragmatism." Of that conversation, Mailloux writes, 

In these letters, Schiller was writing to his American friend [James] about 

the strategic importance of what you call what you do. That is, he focused 

explicitly on the rhetorical politics of naming—within a specialized 

disciplinary field, within an academic institution, within a larger cultural 

conversation beyond the university. As I have tried to demonstrate, this 

rhetorical politics of naming was central to the outcome of my Syracuse 

rhetorical proposals. (182-83) 

More specifically, Mailloux could have selected key faculty, including Zavarzadeh and 

Morton, and attempted to build a feeling of mutual trust with them, before selecting 
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"rhetoric" as the department's new organizing concept and term. If he had not been able 

to reach some sort of agreement with them about rhetoric or cultural rhetoric being a 

useful focal point for the new curriculum, he might at least have been able to persuade 

them to allow for rhetoric as one of the supporting elements in the English and Textual 

Studies curriculum that eventually emerged. Mailloux insists that reform 

requires some agreement and a measure of solidarity. It requires a lot of 

give-and-take in rhetorical negotiation. It cannot be guaranteed by either 

rhetoric or philosophy, by rhetorical pragmatism or foundationalist theory. 

However, some of us working in the pragmatist tradition think that at this 

historical moment a strategic emphasis on the first term in each of these 

pairs might enhance the effectiveness of progressive political activity in 

and outside our academic institutions. (41) 

Rhetorical negotiation must occur, he says, in "each and every new situation" (40). In 

this sense, Mailloux embraces the classical pragmatists' emphasis on and valuing of 

context, experimentation, and contingency. 

There is a significant difference between Mailloux's retrospective analysis of his 

experiences at Syracuse, and Brodkey's retrospective analysis of hers at UT Austin. 

Mailloux demonstrates that he is interested in how greater attention to the discourse of 

and his relationships with his colleagues as well as a willingness to compromise with 

them would have brought about a different result (even if it might not have created the 

exact result he originally hoped for). He is also interested in how the process he went 

through, even though he wishes he had handled it differently, did in itself bring about 
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positive change, in that the Writing Program (headed by Phelps) adopted his concept of 

cultural rhetoric when they created their graduate program after he left Syracuse for a 

position at UC Irvine. The fact that Mailloux avoids invoking in his discourse the usual 

binaries of curricular success and failure demonstrates his pragmatic outlook, especially 

his affinity with Dewey. As neopragmatist Hilary Putnam puts it, '"Dewey can sound 

unreasonably optimistic if one does not keep in mind the range of different things that 

count as the resolution of a problem'" (Putnam qtd. in Westbrook 135).^ 

Kurt Spellmeyer can also be seen as demonstrating a pragmatic outlook and the 

activist intellectual approach I have claimed it can foster. In a lecture at the University of 

San Francisco in 2002 (at the same moment that NoIndoctrination.org was being 

launched), Spellmeyer argued that composition programs can strengthen their authority 

and ethos by going public with documents that convey a coherent identity for their 

particular programs that can be understood by a variety of others (including parents, 

teachers, administrators, etc.). Spellmeyer explained that when he was hired to direct the 

Writing Program at Rutgers in 1985, it was considered to be "the biggest joke on 

campus." According to Spellmeyer, the writing program he inherited consisted of 

courses that bore little or no resemblance to each other, such that students left those 

courses having had vastly different experiences. Surprisingly, Spellmeyer did not resent 

it when faculty from other disciplines complained that students leaving the Rutgers 

writing program lacked sufficient writing skills to succeed in their other college courses. 

Instead, he agreed with their assessment. 

® Westbrook, a tremendous fan of Putnam's, argues that "it is less Dewey than Putnam who brings this 
'range of resolution' to light" (135). 
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Using hyperbole to communicate the serious problems plaguing the writing 

program during that time, Spellmeyer said that at the end of each workday, he would 

scuttle furtively to his car, hoping not to run into colleagues from other departments. 

Spellmeyer continued his narrative by explaining that after assuming his role as director 

of the writing program, his embarrassment over his program's fuzzy identity and lack of 

authority and ethos with others motivated him to undertake substantial changes to that 

program. Thus, he worked to create a curriculum that, nineteen years later, embodies 

what Durst would call "reflective instrumentalism," in the sense of being a compromise 

between teachers' critical literacy goals and students' more instrumental goals. The 

result is an award-winning program, which is described in the following way on the 

program Web site: "In 1998, the Writing Program received the university's prestigious 

Award for Programmatic Excellence and, over the past three years, four teachers in 

[their] program have received the Faculty of Arts and Sciences Award for Outstanding 

Contribution to Undergraduate Education" ("The Program: Our Philosophy"). 

The approach Spellmeyer has established at Rutgers provides an example of the 

sort of small-scale and incremental activist intellectualism that I suggest has become 

increasingly important since the turn toward the Right that began in the 1980s (and which 

shows little signs of abating). Like Durst, Spellmeyer recognizes that dismissing the 

goals of students and other members of the public is not productive because conservatism 

and a desire for skills that will lead to better job opportunities and economic success is 

part of the fabric of our culture. Both Spellmeyer and Durst recognize that simply 

describing students' goals as an irritant or a problem to be fixed, and pushing students to 
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adopt a stance that criticizes social and political aspects of our culture, is to become 

engaged in a battle we cannot possibly win (see Durst 170, 177). 

On the Rutgers Writing Program Web site, numerous documents have been 

posted in an effort to make course goals and grading criteria clear for anyone who wishes 

to see them. For example, one can click on the Gradatorium link and find grading criteria 

and sample papers. The program makes a direct attempt to establish common ground 

with instrumentalist others by stating that "Our purpose here is to enable you [the 

student] to use this knowledge to improve your own writing, and so to improve your 

grade in the course." In addition, the site notes that students leaving the program will 

have learned to demonstrate competence in the development of an argument, in the 

organization of that argument, in the conventions of citation, and in the writing of clear, 

correct Standard English. 

Yet first-year composition at Rutgers (referred to as "Expos 101") cannot 

remotely be described as a course that is grounded in current-traditionalism or simple 

writing skills, and in this sense, it is built upon writing teachers' assumptions, values, and 

beliefs as sophisticated (critical) literacy experts. Here is an excerpt of the official course 

description: 

Expository Writing (355:101) is the required writing course for all 

students at Rutgers University in New Brunswick and is usually taken in 

the first semester. The course is designed to help you learn to work with 

complex texts that approximate the scholarly approaches and the levels of 

difficulty that you will encounter in your college studies. To help you test 
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your voice within the various discourses of the academy, EngUsh 101 asks 

you to engage in conversations with essays that are resistant, complex, and 

sometimes elusive. The course will encourage you to recognize that a 

text's meaning, in any discipline, is not simply contained in the words on 

the page but exists through your active participation in the making of 

knowledge. 

At the University of San Francisco, compositionist Victor Squitieri (PhD UC Berkeley) 

has undertaken a project that provides another instance of activist intellectualism fostered 

by a pragmatic outlook. During the 2002/2003 school year, Squitieri launched a project 

titled "Writing for a Real World" (WRW).^ Based on a project he helped to develop at 

UC Berkeley, WRW involves an undergraduate writing competition that is specifically 

designed to cross disciplinary boundaries, establish strong working relationships between 

rhet/comp faculty and professors in other disciplines, publicly recognize students for a 

wide variety of successful academic texts, and establish the authority and ethos of the 

USF writing program by showcasing our own work with students and our involvement as 

intellectuals on campus. WRW just completed its second year, and has so far been such a 

success that it shows every sign of continuing into the future as an armual project. 

During the fall and spring semesters, members of the WRW committee publicize 

the competition (which takes place near the end of each spring semester) by discussing it 

with their own students and also by visiting the classrooms of faculty in other disciplines. 

In the journal that is published each fall, we include the wirming texts chosen during an 

' Members of the WRW committee include Victor Squitieri, Brian Komei Dempster, Mark Meritt, David 
Ryan, and myself 
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all-day reading session held at the end of the spring semester and composed of a panel of 

faculty readers from across the curriculum. During the last two years, we have chosen to 

publish a wide variety of texts, including traditional academic essays, business 

documents, and scientific texts. 

Students whose texts are chosen for publication are invited to an awards 

ceremony during the following fall semester, which provides another opportunity for the 

rhetoric and composition program to create a presence on campus. Wiiming students are 

allowed to invite as many guests as they choose, and at both awards ceremonies, families 

flew in for the event from as far away as Hawaii, and the deans of the college of arts and 

sciences provide introductory remarks to the audience. 

WRW has helped to establish the authority and ethos of the USF writing program 

by showcasing our own work with students. During the two years that we have held the 

competition, roughly one third of the winning texts were produced in first-year 

composition courses. Because the panel of judges comes from a variety of disciplines, 

including psychology, business, and physics, the rhetoric and composition program has 

gained substantial credibility by providing concrete and positive examples during these 

reading sessions of what students leaving our first-year writing classes are able to 

produce. Compositionist David Ryan, who helps edit the journal, is currently working to 

develop the WRW Web site as another means of communicating with others who we are 

as a writing program, what we do, and why what we do is valuable for students. 

Like Kurt Spellmeyer's effort to go public with the Rutgers writing program. 

Writing for a Real World at USF provides a positive instance of activist intellectualism 
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that shows potential for incremental improvements in compositionists' relations with 

others whose perceptions about first-year composition may in many ways conflict with 

ours. Having begun to strengthen our authority and ethos with others, we have started to 

create a space in which others might be more receptive to our future efforts to change the 

first-year composition curriculum. 

During and after the Writing about Difference controversy at UT Austin, many 

compositionists writing about the debacle focused on what the ordeal cost Brodkey—and 

the costs to her were indeed considerable. But when Writing about Difference was 

cancelled, the people who arguably ended up losing just as much were the students at UT 

Austin. They were denied the opportunity to take an innovative first-year writing course 

that had the potential for making a positive difference in their academic and their 

professional careers by teaching them to recognize the inextricable link that exists 

between knowledge and language, the broadly adaptable Toulmin model of 

argumentation, and so forth. 

Supporters and opponents of Writing about Difference were operating from 

different ideological assumptions about what a composition course is or should be, and 

what the identity of the compositionist is or should be. The potential to alter events 

depended on carefully listening to opponents and then articulating arguments supporting 

the course that built upon the values and beliefs of others rather than simply rejecting 

those values and beliefs. 

By choosing not to defend her syllabus pragmatically—^by choosing not to 

identify with others or reply publicly to critics' public criticisms—Brodkey succeeded in 
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sending the message that the debate should never have become public in the first place. 

But to a public that, as Durst puts it, has been steeped "in a long tradition of American 

pragmatism" (3), such a refusal is likely to have been interpreted as arrogant or lacking in 

confidence—either of which would have seriously undermined others' perceptions of 

Brodkey's authority and ethos. Through a circuitous and unpleasant route, Brodkey did 

gain greater access to participate in public discourse than academics—especially 

compositionists—are usually afforded. In a sense, she did gain access to the stage or 

pulpit that Stanley Fish insists academics lack, and that contribute to his belief that public 

intellectualism is an anachronism. 

Of course, compositionists will not face the exact same set of circumstances as 

Brodkey, yet many of us do work in environments where strong forces both inside and 

outside the university threaten to inhibit our goals for first-year composition. Therefore, 

when compositionists ask whether Brodkey could have implemented Writing about 

Difference at UT Austin in 1990, they are also wondering what kind of authority or ethos 

they would have if faced with a similar rhetorical situation. 

Compositionists' training in rhetoric, when coupled with what I have been 

referring to throughout this project as a pragmatic outlook, suggests that compositionists 

possess their own cultural capital that can be used to exert an influence not only within 

the academy, but also in the public sphere as activist intellectuals, assuming we 

understand changes in public perception to occur locally and incrementally rather than 

monolithically and all at once. For all the reasons I have already discussed, 

compositionists are often faced with opponents who possess greater power than they do 
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in terms of money, political connections, or access to media resources. On one level, 

compositionists cannot compete with these powerful forces when they decide to single 

out writing teachers and their work as examples of what is wrong with American higher 

education today. The existence of Web sites like NoIndoctrination.org can be viewed as 

confirming our powerlessness and the impossibility of entering into the public sphere in 

any kind of meaningful way. What kind of a discussion can we have, after all, with the 

sorts of faceless opponents who await us on that particular Web site? 

It is in this context that compositionists can add to their existing professional 

identity a spirit of activist intellectualism. Unlike public intellectuals, who are charged 

with engaging the interest of broad audiences on a wide variety of issues, activist 

intellectuals in the context of first-year composition can consider approaching their work 

in the way that Durst, Mailloux, Spellmeyer, and Squitieri do: interacting in a direct, 

flexible, and on-going manner with their local constituencies. As English professor 

David B. Downing notes in "The Political Consequences of Pragmatism," "Individuals 

and collectives carmot be expected to solve problems which plague whole cultures" 

(202). To be an activist intellectual compositionist is to be aware that public interest in 

first-year composition courses is not likely to diminish in a country that considers literacy 

to be something that rightfully belongs to everybody. It also means being acutely aware 

that in a predominantly conservative culture—and teaching a required first-year writing 

course—negotiation and compromise are as important as innovation. Indeed, it is to see 

that negotiation and compromise are the ingredients that make irmovation possible. 
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APPENDIX 

The table of contents for the reader (Part I), the prompts for the scripts and writing 
assignments (Part II), and the day-by-day schedule (Part III) have been adapted for this 
essay from the course packet under preparation for "Writing about Difference," the 
syllabus for English 306: Rhetoric and Composition, at the University of Texas at Austin. 

Part I: Readings for Writing about Difference 

Martha Minow, "Making a Difference" and "Sources of Difference" 
Peggy Mcintosh, "White Privilege and Male Privilege: A Personal Account of Coming 

to See Correspondences through Work in Women's Studies" 
Sweatt V .  Painter 
Richard Kluger, "The Spurs of Texas Are upon You" 

Group 1 
Chambers v. Omaha Girls Club, Inc. 

Group 2 
Gutierrez v. Municipal Court of S.E. Judicial District, County of Los Angeles 
Bill Piatt, "Toward Domestic Recognition of a Human Right to Language" 

Group 3 
Nelson v. Thornburgh 
Richard K. Scotch, "Disability as the Basis for a Social Movement: Advocacy and the 

Politics of Definition" 

Group 4 
University of Pennsylvania v. EEOC 

Group 5 
Fricke v. Lynch 
Donna J. Dennis and Ruth E. Harlow, "Gay Youth and the Right to Education" 
Lanz by Lanz v. Ambach 
Deborah Rhode, "Association and Assimilation" 

Part II: Writing Assignments for Writing about Difference 

Script Assignment 1: Cite a passage from Martha Minow's essay (give the page 
number) and explain (in about 50 words) why you think it is worth thinking about. 

Script Assignment 2: Explain (in about 50 words) which of Minow's arguments 
against the five assumptions about difference you find the most or least convincing. 
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Script Assignment 3: Make a list of five privileges (similar to the ones generated by 
Peggy Mcintosh) that people who either see or hear do not have to think about or explain. 

Script Assignment 4: Define (in about 25 words) the legal terms assigned to you by 
checking the recommended sources in the Undergraduate Library. Since your definition 
is part of the lexicon for the class (which your instructor will duplicate), you need to 
define each term on a separate page and cite the sources used to compose the definition. 

Script Assignment 5: Summarize (in about 50 words) one claim and its grounds from 
Richard Kluger's "The Spurs of Texas Are upon You" and explain (in about 50 words) 
why you think it is work thinking about. 

Script Assignment 6: Summarize (in about 50 words) a principal claim and its 
grounds in the plaintiffs argument in Sweatt v. Painter. 

Script Assignment 7: Summarize (in about 50 words) a principal claim and its 
grounds in the defendant's argument in Sweatt v. Painter. 

Script Assignment 8: Summarize (in about 50 words) a principal claim and its 
grounds in the argument made by the Supreme Court reversing the decision made by the 
lower court in Sweatt v. Painter. 

Script Assignment 9: Summarize and assess (in about 100 words) one of the primary 
claims and its grounds in either the plaintiffs or the defendant's argument in the case 
assigned to your group. 

Script Assignment 10: Summarize and assess (in about 100 words) one of the primary 
claims and its grounds in the deciding opinion, minority opinion, or dissenting opinion in 
the case assigned to your group. 

Writing Assignment 1: Martha Minow challenges what she identifies as "five closely 
related assumptions that underlie difference dilemmas" (p. 106). Summarize the 
argument that Minow makes against the assumption assigned to your group. This 
assignment requires you to (1) identify the claim Minow makes concerning the (un)stated 
assumption underlying "difference" and (2) identify the grounds (or evidence) she uses to 
support her claim that the assumption is problematic, that is, open to doubt. Once you 
have identified the claim Minow asserts and the grounds she uses in support of her 
assertion, you will be able to write a 200-to-300-word summary of her argument against 
the assumption. 

Group 1 - Assumption #1: Difference Is Intrinsic 

Group 2 - Assumption #2: The Unstated Norm 

Group 3 - Assumption #3: The Observer Can See without a Perspective 

Group 4 - Assumption #4: The Irrelevance of Other Perspectives 

Group 5 - Assumption #5: The Status Quo is Natural, Uncoerced, and Good 
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Writing Assignment 2 (Group Assignment): Working with the summaries each of you 
has already written, your writing group will develop a collective summary that best 
represents Minow's argument against the assumption assigned to your group. The group 
surrmiary you turn in will be distributed to the other members of the class. This 
assignment requires each of you to: 

1. Read the five summaries written by the group members. 

2. Rank the summaries. Assign each summary a score. Give a 1 to the summary 
you think is best, a 2 to the second best, and so on. Assign each summary a 
different score even if you feel that two or more are comparable. 

3. Name the criterion (or criteria) that you think is (are) governing your ranking. 

Once the summaries have been individually ranked, members of the group need to 
compare their rankings and discuss the criteria governing their selections. At least one 
member of the group needs to take notes. As a group, you will then need to decide which 
criterion or criteria to use in constructing the group summary. 

The summary you turn in as a group may well include passages from one or all of 
your individual summaries, or you may decide to write a new summary based on your 
rankings and discussions. The final version should be about 200 to 300 words. Append a 
brief statement (about 50 words) explaining the criterion or criteria used to create the 
group summary along with the notes taken during your group discussions. 

Writing Assignment 3: Write a documented essay of about 700 words defining, 
examining, analyzing, and critiquing one of the stereotypes (an oversimplified belief or 
opinion about a person or group of people) assigned to your group. Apply what you have 
learned concerning unexamined assumptions about difference to explore problems raised 
by the stereotype. This assignment requires each of you to: 

1. Choose one of the stereotypes assigned to your group (see below). 

2. Generate a list of characteristics associated with the stereotype. 

3. Research the stereotype by (a) locating books and periodicals that complicate the 
"stereotype"; (b) keeping a bibliographic record of your sources (see The Scott, 
Foresman Handbook for Writers [HB] 593-601 if you need help); and (c) copying 
materials from sources you think you might want to cite in your essay (see HB 
602-5, if you need help). 

4. Discuss your list and research with the other members of your group. 
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The draft of this essay needs to include (1) a definition of the stereotype, (2) an 
analysis of insights and limitations of that commonly accepted definition, incorporating 
information from your library sources, and (3) a critique of unstated assumption(s) not 
dealt with by the stereotype, incorporating information from Minow's essay. 

Group 1: Unwed mother/philanthropist/pregnant teen/role model 

Group 2: Blind man/blind woman/handicapped individual/activist 

Group 3: Foreigner/English speaker/Hispanic/employee 

Group 4: Asian woman/professor/M.B.A./bureaucrat 

Group 5; Homosexual/heterosexual/the perfect date/good student or female 
athlete/male athlete/good sport/jock 

Writing Assignment 4: Reviews of academic books and essays are a specialized 
genre. For this assignment, each of you will write a 500-to-700-word review essay of the 
article assigned to your group. Because scholarly writing concentrates on convincing 
readers that the evidence used to ground claims is warranted, the purpose of a review is to 
evaluate how well a particular book or essay has accomplished this goal. 

This assignment requires you to (1) reread the article, (2) select what you think are 
the principal claims, (3) identify the grounds used to support the principal claims, and (4) 
assess how well the grounds warrant the claims made. 

Write a title for your review and begin your essay with a full citation of the article. 
See HB (647-68): citing articles and chapters from books. In the review itself, construct 
an argument evaluating the effectiveness of the entire article. Support your position by 
assessing how well the grounds supporting the principal claims are warranted. 

Writing Assignment 5: A court opinion summarizes and evaluates the arguments 
made by the plaintiff and the defendant and provides a rationale for affirming or denying 
the case made by the plaintiff. An opinion may consist of one or more of the following: 
(1) the argument that supports the court's decision (majority opinion); (2) an argument 
that dissents from the argument in the majority opinion but supports the court's decision 
(minority opinion); (3) an argument that dissents from both the opinion and the decision 
of the court (dissenting opinion). If your group has been assigned a case in which there is 
a majority opinion, a minority opinion, and a dissenting opinion, focus on one in your 
essay. 

Building from the work you have already done in scripts 9 and 10, this assignment 
requires you to (1) reread the case assigned to your group, (2) choose an opinion (if there 
is more than one), (3) reread the relevant law(s), (4) identify the principal claims and 
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grounds in the opinion, and (5) assess how well the grounds warrant the principal claims 
in the opinion. 

Write an essay of about 700 words summarizing and evaluating an opinion in the case 
assigned to your group. Summarize the opinion before assessing the grounds used to 
warrant the argument. 

Writing Assignment 6: A legal opinion is an argument explaining the court's reasons 
for finding in favor of the plaintiff or the defendant. In its argument the court applies 
principles of law to specific cases. Forming an opinion is first a matter of deciding to 
what extent the complaint against the defendant is justified by law(s) and then deciding to 
what extent the circumstances of a particular case mitigate law(s). Arguments for both 
the relevance of legal principles and mitigating circumstances concern warranting the 
grounds used to support the claim(s) made to justify the decision. 

This assignment requires you to (1) read the materials (the brief and possible laws), 
(2) summarize the plaintiffs case, (3) summarize the defendant's case, (4) evaluate the 
plaintiffs case with respect to law, (5) evaluate the defendant's case with respect to law, 
(6) evaluate the plaintiffs case with respect to circumstances, (7) evaluate the 
defendant's case with respect to circumstances, (8) decide in favor of the plaintiff or 
defendant, and (9) formulate an argument supporting your opinion. 

Write an opinion (500 to 700 words) in which you give your reasons for finding in 
favor of the plaintiff or defendant. Your opinion needs to take into account both a legal 
principle and the circumstances of the case. You may, if you wish, use additional 
materials for establishing circumstances. You are, however, restricted to either the laws 
cited in the case or the others in your course packet. [These materials were not yet in the 
course packet when implementation of the syllabus was postponed.] 

Part III: Monday-Wednesday-Friday Schedule for Writing about 
Difference 

Required Texts: 
The Scott, Foresman Handbook for Writers (HB) 
English 306; Course Packet 

Note: Syllabus indicates the number of copies of each assignment needed in addition to 
the original. 

Weekl 

Wednesday 8/29 
Class activity 
Course overview 
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Syllabus 
Policy statement 
Scholastic honesty statement 

Friday 8/31 
Reading Assignment 
Martha Minow, introduction to Making All the Difference (due Wednesday 9/5) HB, 
Planning, 34-44; Summarizing, 602-5; Sexist Language, 402-9; 
Denotation/Cormotation, 158-62 (due Friday 9/7) 
Script Assignment 1 
Issue raised in Minow (50 words, one cc due Wednesday 9/5) 
Library Assignment 
Undergraduate Library tour (due Wednesday 9/5) 
Class Activity 
In-class writing assignment 1 (35-40 minutes) 

Week 2 

Monday 9/3 Labor Day (no class) 

Wednesday 9/5 
Class Activity 
Turn in one copy of script 1 
Summarizing re claims and grounds 
Demonstrate using Minow essay assigned on 8/31 
Assign students to writing groups 
Writing Assignment 1 
Summary of assumption in Minow essay (one copy to instructor, four copies for 

writing group, due Monday 9/10) 

Friday 9/7 
Writing groups 
Plan summaries of Minow section 

Weeks 

Monday 9/10 
Class Activity 
Turn in five copies of writing assignment 1 
Discussion: Sorting and ranking sunmiaries of Minow 
Writing Group 
Sorting and ranking summaries of Minow 
Writing Assignment 2 (Group Assignment) 
Group summary of assumption in Minow essay (one copy, due Friday 9/14) 
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Wednesday 9/12 
Reading Assignment 
Mcintosh, "White Privilege and Male Privilege" (due Monday 9/17) 
Script Assignment 2 
Working definition of difference re Minow (about 100 words, one cc due Wednesday 

9/14) 
Writing Group 
Sorting and ranking summaries of Minow 

Friday 9/14 
Class Activity 
Turn in one copy of writing assignment 2 
Turn in one copy of script 2 
Discussion of Minow essay 

Part I (group summaries) 
Part II (defining difference) 

Script Assignment 3 
Working definition of privilege re Mcintosh (about 100 words, one cc due Monday 9/17) 
Reading Assignment 
HB, Bibliography, 593-601; 602-5 (due Wednesday 9/19) 
Writing Assignment 3 
Documented essay analyzing a stereotype (two cc due Monday 9/24) 

Week 4 

Monday 9/17 
Class Activity 
Turn in one copy of script 3 
Discussion of "White Privilege and Male Privilege" (re claims and grounds for 

definitions) 
Reading Assignment 

HB: ML A Documentation (23 C) 638-71 (due Wednesday 9/19) 

Wednesday 9/19 
Class Activity 
Discussion: Documenting sources 
Writing Groups 
Explore arguments for writing assignment 3 
Script Assignment 4 
Compiling a documented lexicon of legal terms (one cc due Monday 10/1) 

Friday 9/21 
Class Activity 
Discussion: Exploring arguments for writing assignment 3 
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Writing Group 
Explore arguments for writing assigrmient 3 
Reading Assignment 
"The Spurs of Texas Are upon You" (due Wednesday 9/26) 
Fourteenth Amendment (due Wednesday 9/26) 
Sweatt V. Painter (due Friday 9/28) 
Script Assignment 5 
Claim and ground from "The Spurs" (50 words, one cc due Wednesday 9/26) 

Weeks 

Monday 9/24 
Class Activity 
Turn in two copies of writing assignment 3 (complete draft; revision due Monday 

10/8) 
Discussion: Critiques 
Critique Assignment 1 
Critique of writing assignment 3 (two cc due Friday 9/28) 
Writing Groups 
Exchange copies of writing assignment 3 (draft essays) 
Begin critiques of writing assigrmient 3 (draft essays) (two cc of critiques due Friday 

9/28) 

Wednesday 9/26 
Class Activity 
Turn in one copy of script 5 
Discussion: Claims and grounds in "The Spurs of Texas" 

Friday 9/28 
Class Activity 
Turn in two copies of critique 1 
Discussion: Sweatt v. Painter 
Reading Assignment 
Group case (due Wednesday 10/10) 
Essay related to the case (due Wednesday 10/10) 
First Amendment, Title VII, Title IX, Rehabilitation Act, Pregnancy Discrimination 

Act (due Monday 10/8) 
Script Assignment 6 
Summary of claims and grounds of plaintiffs argument in Sweatt (one cc due 

Monday 10/1) 
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Week 6 

Monday 10/1 
Class Activity 
Turn in one copy of script 6 
Turn in one copy of script 4 (legal lexicon) 
Discussion: The plaintiffs argument in Sweatt 
Reading Assignment 
HB: "How to Write a Review," 762-67 (due Wednesday 10/3) 
Script Assignment 7 
Summarize the claims and grounds of the defendant's argument in Sweatt (one cc due 

Wednesday 10/3) 

Wednesday 10/3 
Class Activity 
Turn in one copy of script 7 
Questions: Reviewing 
Discussion: The defendant's argument in Sweatt 
Writing Assignment 4 
Review the essay assigned to the group (two cc of draft due Monday 10/15) 
Script Assignment 8 
Summarize the claims and grounds of the court's opinion in Sweatt (one cc due 

Friday 10/5) 

Friday 10/5 
Class Activity 
Turn in one copy of script 8 
Discussion: The court's opinion in Sweatt 

Week? 

Monday 10/8 
Class Activity 
Turn in two copies of revised writing assignment 3 
Discussion: Antidiscrimination law 

Wednesday 10/10 
Class Activity 
Questions: Antidiscrimination law 
Exploring arguments for review essay 

Friday 10/12 
Class Activity 
Questions: Review essay 
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Writing Group 
Exploring arguments for review essay 

Weeks 

Monday 10/15 
Class Activity 
Turn in two draft copies of writing assignment 4 
Critique Assignment 2 
Critique of writing assignment 4 (two cc due Friday 10/19) 
Writing Group 
Work on critiques 

Wednesday 10/17 
Writing Group 
Continue working on critiques 

Friday 10/19 
Class Activity 
Turn in two copies of critique 2 
Writing Assignment 5 
Summarize and assess the arguments of the plaintiff, the defendant, and the court in 

the case assigned to your group (one cc due Monday 10/29) 
Writing Group 
Work on writing assignment 5 

Week 9 

Monday 10/22 
Class Activity 
Analyzing arguments 
Script Assignment 9 
Summary and assessment of plaintiffs or defendant's argument in the group case 

(about 100 words, one cc due Wednesday 10/24) 

Wednesday 10/24 
Class Activity 
Turn in one copy of script 9 
Discussion: Plaintiffs or defendant's argument 
Script Assignment 10 
Brief summary and assessment of argument in the court opinion or dissenting opinion 

(about 100 words, one cc due Friday 10/26) 
Writing Group 
Discussion: Summarizing and assessing the court opinion(s) 
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Friday 10/26 
Class Activity 
Turn in one copy of script 10 
Discussion; Arguments in the court opinion(s) 
Group Presentation Assignment 
Presentations are to include summaries of arguments, assessments of arguments, 

relevant essays, positions of all group members, and arguments not considered by 
the court (one cc due 11/12-21) 

Week 10 

Monday 10/29 
Class Activity 
Turn in one copy of writing assignment 5 
Writing Assignment 6 
Write an opinion based on the transcript (one draft cc due Monday 11/9) 
Writing Group 
Plans for writing assignment 6 

Wednesday 10/31 
Class Activity 
Discussion; Formulating an opinion 
Writing Group 
Discussion of opinions 

Friday 11/2/04 
Class Activity 
Discussion; Formulating an opinion 

Week 11 

Monday 11/5 
Class Activity 
Library/group conferences with instructor 

Wednesday 11/7 
Class Activity 
Library/group conferences with instructor 

Friday 11/9 
Class Activity 
Turn in one copy of writing assignment to writing group 
Critique Assignment 3 (two cc due Wednesday 11/14) 
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Writing Group 
Exchange drafts 
Begin critiques 

Week 12 

Monday 11/12 
Writing Group 1 
Present case 

Wednesday 11/14 
Class Activity 
Turn in two copies of critique 3 
Writing Group 2 
Present case 

Friday 11/16 
Writing Group 3 
Present case 

Week 12 

Monday 11/19 
Writing Group 4 
Present case 

Wednesday 11/21 
Writing Group 5 
Present case 

Friday 11/23 Thanksgiving 

Week 14 

Monday 11/26 
Class Activity 
Turn in two copies of writing assignment 6 (group exchange) 
Critique Assignment 4 (two cc due Friday 11/30) 

Wednesday 11/28 
Writing Group 
Work on critique 4 
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Friday 11/30 
Class Activity 
Turn in two copies of critique 4 

Week 15 

Monday 12/3 
Class Activity 
Discussion: Opinions 

Wednesday 12/5 

Class Activity 
Turn in writing assignment 6 (copies for everyone) 
Course evaluation 

Friday 12/7 
Class Activity 
In-class writing assignment 2 (35-40 minutes) 
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