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ABSTRACT
CULTURAL RHETORICS:
WRITING AND DISCIPLINARITY AT THE INTERSECTION OF
BRITISH CULTURAL STUDIES AND RHETORIC
By

Anthony J. Michel

This project reads scholarship on the intersections of cultural studies and
composition to argue that the counterdisciplinary emphasis of British cultural studies has
been eliminated in U. S. composition and rhetoric studies. In response to the de-
politicization of cultural studies that results from the elimination of concerns over
disciplinarity, this project advocates a strategic recovery of British cultural studies and
demonstrates how the counterdisciplinary focus of cultural studies helps intervene in
contemporary scholarship in composition and rhetoric. This project then demonstrates
the uses of cultural rhetorics, for composition scholarship and pedagogy, through critical
readings of Margaret Atwood's novel Alias Grace and Julie Dash's film, Daughters of the

Dust.
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Introduction

Whether writing is seen as the instance of the law, the loss of
immediacy, or the subversion of the master, whether it opens up a
stance of domination, a space of exile, or the pathway to freedom,
one thing, at least, is clear: the story of the role and nature of
writing in Western culture is still in the process of being written.
And the future of that story may be quite unforseeable, as we pass
from the age of the book to the age of the byte.

Barbara Johnson, p. 48-49

This political dimension is one legitimate reason there is concern
about the establishment of a cultural studies orthodoxy, about
cultural studies' inclusion within the tradition academy, or about
the incorporation of its work and its challenges within more
conventional academic discourses.

Graeme Turner, p.6

This project grows out of three different experiences: work in a professional
business setting, academic research in the fields of composition and rhetoric and cultural
studies, and the teaching of writing. In fact, the focus of this dissertation on teaching
practices that encourage students to analyze the often invisible ways that knowledge is
produced and organized, first came to mind in my work outside the academy.

Prior to entering graduate school, I spent a number of years working as a
litigation support representative (a euphemism for sales person) for a company that
helped attorneys in the various phases of trial preparation. The company, located in
downtown Kansas City, was divided into two floors that illustrated a split between those
whose ideas mattered and those who were not paid to think. The sixth floor, where

management, sales and administrators had their individualized offices, served as the



company's seat of power--as the seat of power where one might imagine that important
decision behind closed doors. On the seventh floor, production did its work in a labyrinth
of photocopy machines, computers and office supplies, organized around work stations in
an open space that that facilitated surveillance.

What became even more evident as I worked for the company longer was that all
manner of company business--from who answered the phone calls to how proposals were
written—-were determined by the assumptions about knowledge of those who were at the
top of the company. When, for example, an African American male was denied a
promotion to in-house sales representative, it was widely speculated that management
had concerns about how clients would perceive his "dialect." And when I wrote
proposals for clients, they were often rewritten by my manager who wanted to include
several pages of biographical information about the company. What became apparent,
then, was that despite notions about what counts as good writing or speaking--ideas I
learned in college--what counted as privileged knowledge in the company was what
management decided.

My experiences at this company invited comparisons between the business world
and academia that bear strongly on this argument for a pedagogical approach that focuses
attention on the production of knowledge and the possibilities of resistance from within
such institutions. Questions about the way power functioned in concert with the
production of knowledge which arose at the litigation support company, encouraged me
to enroll in a graduate program in composition and rhetoric and cultural studies--two

areas that offered models of institutional power.



As an account representative I traveled between these two floors, bringing orders
to the production people on the seventh floor and working with the “suits™ (of which I
was one) on the sixth floor. Over drinks at the corner bar, production workers treated me
with an odd mixture of resentment and reverence. They checked what they said in front
of me for fear that I might "narc" on them for their disparaging comments about
management. At the same time, they referred to me (and other members of the sixth
floor) as "educated," "sophisticated" and even "cultured." Conversely, members of the
sixth floor embraced me as one of them and included me in their often-disparaging
conversations about production workers’ lack of intelligence and sophistication.

What struck me as I worked for this company was that the stark division between
the sixth and seventh floor employees was reinforced by many subtle assumptions about
where privileged knowledge comes from. For example, upon entering the sixth floor, one
would encounter the trappings of high culture, including a series of paintings that adorned
the hallway, ornate woodwork, and a reception area surrounded by well-manicured
plants. To emphasize the individuality of management, each office had its own aesthetic.
While the Vice President's office featured a bookshelf filled with canonical texts, the
President's office was filled with delicate model ships.

These fine touches were contrasted with the drab uniformity of the seventh floor
where individual workstations were identical to one another. In contrast to the
furnishings and artwork that one encountered on the sixth floor, upon entering the sixth
floor you would see a clock with time cards. Above the clock was a directive that stated
"All employees MUST have their time cards signed by a supervisor. You WILL NOT BE

PAID if your time card has not been signed." In essence the sixth floor had an air of a



place where people were busy making important decisions; it was the place where the
thinking and writing was done. The seventh floor was the place where one was written to
and about.

I have since come to view that these subtle expressions of individuality, thought
and language were much more important in shaping the employees' perceptions, than the
official documents that might contradict them. Despite the company's official statements
about "taking care of our own" and being an "equal opportunity employer," for instance, I
never saw anyone from the seventh floor move "up" the company ladder when positions
were advertised in house. In some cases this was because seventh floor employees were
not interested in the type of work that was done on the sixth floor. In other cases, seventh
floor employees simply did not apply for the jobs because they felt that they lacked the
polish required to fit in with the suits. And in the many cases where seventh floor
employees did apply for positions in management or administration, they were
overlooked.

Over time seventh floor employees found ways to resist what they saw as
discriminatory hiring practices. In response, for example, one or more employees would
leave copies of articles on corporate racism in the seventh floor break room. Other
employees stole equipment or supplies that they reasoned were owed to them in lieu of
promotions. These acts of resistance to discriminatory hiring practices arose because
some of the employees accurately "read" the invisible barriers to their own advancement
and acted accordingly. However, these acts of resistance were rare and had little impact

on business as usual, in part because many of the employees like me failed to see and



contest the more subtle ways that power circulated through the organization of privileged
forms of knowledge in the company.

As I continued to work in business, moreover, a dialectical relationship developed
between my graduate work (and teaching) and my work at the litigation support
company. Ultimately my "study" of the business, the texts I was reading and the classes I
was teaching, led me to the conclusion that serves as the impetus for this project: more
scholarly work needs to be done that focuses on how to prepare students to negotiate the
various forms of knowledge production they encounter in both academic and non-
academic institutions. What is the relationship between the organization of knowledge in
a specific institution and the cultural politics? What approaches to the teaching of writing
might encourages students to "read" and negotiate a given company? Industry?

Just as I was interested in the racial and gendered implications of who produced
official knowledge in the litigation support company, I was drawn to scholarship in both
cultural studies and social epistemic rhetorics that focused on the problems associated
with the way academic institutions have historically organized knowledge around
disciplines. As a result, this dissertation argues for a pedagogy located at the intersections
of cultural studies and rhetoric that encourages students to "read" the ways that
institutions produce knowleges which privilege some people and exclude others.
Moreover, this study assumes that developing abilities to read the production of
knowleges will enable means of resisting such practices.

The specific questions that this dissertation seeks to address are: are resistant
approaches to writing instruction based on cultural studies theories possible from within

the "hegemonic" academy? Are they desirable? What would such pedagogies look like?



And, finally, if such pedagogies are possible and desirable, how might they encourage
students to "read" and resist institutions like the litigation support company (or the many
other types of institutions they may encounter in their lives) as sites of cultural
production? Chapters One through Three address these questions through strategic
analyses of the intersections of cultural studies and English studies in the U. S. In
Chapters Four and Five, the focus shifts to consideration of specific pedagogical practices
called cultural rhetorics that are based on theories in British cultural studies and U. S.
social-epistemic rhetorics. Through readings of Margaret Atwood's historical novel,
Alias Grace, and Julie Dash's film, Daughters of the Dust, these two chapters explore
ways textual analyses of historically produced images encourage students to develop a

critical perspective to negotiate both academic and non academic institutions.

Cultural Studies, Social-Epistemic Rhetorics and Cultural Rhetorics

This dissertation seeks to put into dialogue two strands of critical scholarship that
are marked by widely divergent assumptions about the possibility for oppositional
writing pedagogies from within the academic institution. Theorists like Berlin, Michael
Vivian, and Karen Fitts, and many others have sought to incorporate assumptions about
language found in social-epistemic rhetorics with cultural studies theories. Berlin defines
social-epistemic rhetorics as the "study and critique [of] signifying practices in their
relation to subject formation within the framework of economic, social and political
conditions" (Berlin, Rhetorics, 77).

One of the common assumptions of these theorists is that the classroom and

textual practices are never politically neutral acts, but that they are implicated in the



struggle for social power. Berlin's conception of cultural studies stresses the critical
concepts of ideology and rhetoric where "any examination of a rhetoric must first
consider the ways its very discursive structures can be read so as to favor one version of
economic, social, and political arrangements over other versions” ("Rhetoric and
Ideology" 477).

The pedagogy that emerges from this theory tends to emphasize reading texts for
their embedded ideologies, and ignores the very economic and political arrangements to
which he refers. In Rhetorics, Poetics and Cultures, Berlin spends a great deal of time
outlining the "democratic" project of social-epistemic rhetorics that culminates in
classroom practices where students read popular texts like Growing Pains and Roseanne
to understand the ideologies inscribed. However, this focus on reading for ideology too
often stresses a close reading of the text to the exclusion of an analysis of invisible logics
and material considerations shaping the production of knowledges in the first place.

Although he invokes a cultural studies' focus on ideology as a critical concept,
Berlin's focus on reading popular texts for resistance does not place resistant ideologies in
the context of that "hegemonic" academic institution. Berlin, for instance, ignores a
number of questions that might encourage students to consider how what Roseanne
"means" is dependent upon the contexts in which one reads. There are a series of
questions, for instance, that might locate the students reading of the text in the context of
the academic classroom. What does it mean to read Roseanne in an English class, as
opposed to reading Shakespeare? Why might we teach popular television shows in the
first place? How is the meaning shaped by the location of the composition classroom

within a midwestern university? In late twentieth century? As taught by a male






professor? And how might such readings help students understand the way the production
of knowledge in the academy relates to class issues? At the same time, Berlin's use of
Roseanne invites consideration of popular television as a form of cultural production.
What if any problems did Roseanne have in getting the program produced? What
significance can we find in the fact that Roseanne is one of the very few programs in
recent history that has focused on class as a central issue?

In much of the work on social epistemic rhetorics, there is little attention to
"discursive structures” in which students are asked to produce their texts,’ thereby
reinscribing distinctions between the texts students "read" as "sites of resistance” and
student texts. Cultural rhetorics expands on this focus on ideology to include a rhetorical
analysis of how all textual productions, including students' texts, are locally situated sites
of production that can be usefully explored with reference to their disciplinary (and
disciplining) functions.’

The optimism surrounding cultural studies approaches to composition that we see
in Berlin and others contrasts with the conclusions of critics like Sharon Crowley, Henry
Giroux and Ma'sud Zavaradeh who argue that the politics of the classroom are shaped by
its function within the "hegemonic" academic institution. Giroux and Zavaradeh, for
instance, have argued that the location of the writing class within the dominant institution
precludes the effective use of cultural studies as oppositional to the institutional politics

of the academy.

! The most notable current exception is the recent proliferation of theories involved in "writing and
computers.” In this growing subgenre of the field, attention is often given to the differences and
similarities between computer-mediated images and more "traditional forms."

? While Berlin in Rhetorics, Poetics and Cultures, spends hundreds of pages detailing different rhetorics
and their assumptions about language, he spends very little time addressing the various forms through
which "writing” may take and the factors the circumscribe their production.



Sharon Crowley, moreover, has persuasively argued that the institutional function
of the writing class as a "mode of surveillance for dominant discourses"> mitigates
against any attempt to develop "oppositional" pedagogies. In fact, in her controversial
Composition in the University, Crowley calls for an elimination of the freshmen writing
requirement, based on this function of the writing class.

The assumptions of Crowley, Giroux, and Zavaradeh, therefore, are in tension
with the more optimistic (about the possibility for oppositional pedagogies) assumptions
of people like Berlin and Fitts who, despite the marginalized position of the writing
classroom, continue to see in it the possibility for resistant practices.

Why do these scholars, who otherwise share many of the same assumptions about
language and its social functions, read the politics of composition and rhetoric and the
writing classroom in such different ways? What model of institutional power is assumed
in these arguments? And what are the implications of institutional criticism for cultural
studies pedagogies? An analysis of the intersections of cultural studies and composition
provides some possible answers to these questions. First the different conclusions can be
seen as a result of the different contexts of their analysis. While Crowley focuses on
composition and rhetoric in terms of its institutional history, particularly in relation to its
relationship to literary criticism and humanism, Berlin links his pedagogical practices to
theoretical assumptions about language and reality. What is missing in these and other
treatments of cultural studies and composition is an exchange that draws on the strengths
of cultural studies to develop a social model and of rhetoric to develop reading strategies

and pedagogical practices that will function from within the institutional structure of

3 Crowley ascribes this function to the freshmen writing requirement in Composition and the University.



English studies. One promising way of developing such an approach is to build on the

emerging field of cultural rhetorics.

Cultural Rhetorics

The version of cultural rhetorics advanced here contributes to two strands of
critical thought in the field of composition and rhetoric: social epistemic rhetorics and
institutional criticism on the function of the writing course. Before attending to the
specific definitions of these two areas, however, it will be useful to place them in the
context of other uses of the term cultural rhetorics.

The most influential usage of cultural rhetorics comes from Thomas Rosteck's
edited anthology, At the Intersections: Cultural Rhetorics, a text which emerges from
scholars in speech communications to develop critical readin'gs of popular texts. In
addition, a number of arguments stress contemporary similarities between the two fields.*
Rosteck sums up the position of many of the contributors who view cultural studies and
rhetorics as almost identical,

both aiming to reveal the relationship between expressive forms and social
order; both existing within the field of discursive practices; both sharing
an interest in how ideas are caused to materialize in texts; both concerned

with how these structures are actually effective at the point of

4 James Aune argues that rhetoric is "especially adept at analyzing political strategy but rather weak at
mapping trajectories of popular desire; on the other hand cultural studies is robust in drawing attention to
issues of gender, performance, and desire in popular media but rather unconcerned with analyzing
conventional political discourse” (7).



‘consumption’; and both interested in grasping such textual practices as
forms of power and performance. (2)°
Despite its focus on readings (in contrast to pedagogical practices), this anthology
provides a good framework for understanding some of the critical concepts and theories
of the term that can then be adapted to the present concern over the teaching of writing.
In his introduction Rosteck argues that cultural studies counters an overemphasis
in rhetoric on “straight textual analysis” and “direct observation of audiences alone” with
a "model of how discourse is always a product of wider social formations and reflects
necessarily the materialization of the ideology that gave birth to it" (22).° James Aune
also finds rhetoric lacking in its focus on oratory and public address which, Aune
contends, cultural studies complements through a concern with "subcultures" and the
"everyday." ’ Maurice Charland, moreover, suggests that cultural studies provides more
sophisticated methodologies as alternatives to traditional rhetoric's move from idealism to
positivism ("Rehabilitating," 262).%
While these arguments provide useful ways to think about cultural studies and
rhetoric, they often ignore the shifts and fissures that constitute rhetorical traditions. I am

not sure, for example, how epistemological rhetoricians like Vico, Nietzche and Kenneth

5 This position is consistent with Gronbeck who, reading the Partisan Review of 1930s, "sees the crucial
break coming under the influence of positivism, with the cultural-rhetorical and critical models of
intellectual critique being replaced by a social scientific paradigm increasingly interested in description,
categorization and prediction, less with political critique and theorization"” (5).

¢ It offers a more sophisticated sense of the text-history-audience-critic relationship and also the crucial
relationship between texts and critical methodologies, namely, how history and ideology shape readings
and critical work”

7 Aune, suggests that rhetoric has been characterized by an overemphasis on official discourse at the
expense of context and history which cultural studies helps address (Aune).

® Charland argues that because of this methods, traditional rhetoricians have often "assume[d] a naive
stance towards practices of public discourse as they really occur,” and Rosteck adds that "public
communication nowadays has changed in ways that render traditional model of intentional persuasive
agenda and subject-centered producer of discourse rather quaint” (10).
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Burke would fit into Charland's notion of rhetoric as a move from idealism to positivism.
Moreover, it is difficult to argue that ancient rhetoricians like Aristotle and Seneca were
somehow concerned with "straight textual analysis" to the exclusion of "wider social
formations." Notwithstanding this problematic reading of the rhetorical tradition, these
theorists give important stress to a lack in many formulations of rhetoric of a social
model that locates the text within multiple related contexts.

The picture of cultural rhetorics advanced by Rosteck and others can be usefully
enhanced and complicated for a consideration of how we might facilitate oppositional
practices in writing within the context of the academy. In contrast to Rosteck, who
invokes broad definitions of both cultural studies, however, this usage merges the specific
areas of British cultural studies and social-epistemic rhetoric.

Cultural studies is a counterdisciplinary set of theoretical assumptions and
institutional practices concerned with the ways that language functions to sustain and
resist dominant social formations. The revisions of old Marxism from British school
theories stress the cultural politics inherent in the development of orthodoxies. Much
work in cultural studies has focused on the role that the academic institution plays in
sustaining such orthodoxies as academic disciplines. I stress a precise definition of
cultural studies because, as a highly controversial body of critical thought, it has been
loosely employed in ways that are not oppositional or counterdisciplinary. Being specific
about this definition is particularly important to this dissertation as I argue that U. S.
cultural studies and composition have tended to strategically ignore these concerns. In
fact, a good deal of the first section of this dissertation (Chapters One through Three)

serves to illustrate the process of de-politicization of cultural studies as it has moved from



the British school to the U. S. academy. In recovering both the focus on the production of
knowledge and the counterdisciplinary perspective of British cultural studies, then, I
assume that full participation in different institutional settings is largely dependent upon
the ability to read them rhetorically. I focus on how that which becomes common sense is
actually produced and sustained through invisible logics that are supported by the
structure of the environment.

This conception of cultural studies converges with the specific area of social
epistemic rhetoric characterized by a concern for the social effects of language use in
specific contexts. This definition comes from Berlin, who usefully contrasts social-
epistemic with "current-traditional” rhetorics, which assume that language functions as a
mirror reflection of reality. Social-epistemic rhetorics, which assume that language is
opaque and polysemic and therefore what a specific text or speech utterance "means," is
dependent upon its specific context and assumes that language shapes perceptions of
reality with important implications for the way people are categorized along lines of race,

class, gender and other markers of cultural identity.

Cultural Studies, Disciplinarity and the Purpose of the Writing Class

One way to understand the tensions between oppositional pedagogies and the
dominant institution, I will argue, is through attention to concepts of disciplinarity and
disciplinary formations. Disciplinarity here refers to the organization of knowledge into
specific spheres and to the ways that individuals are disciplined through institutions along

lines of race, class and gender. Disciplinary formations refer to academic and non-
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academic institutional sites through which texts are produced to discipline the individual
through the organization of different types of knowledge.

Many in the field of composition and rhetoric have sought to counter its
marginalized status by arguing for its separate disciplinary status. In light of
counterdisciplinary theories like cultural studies, it is instructive to question whether this
approach has not, ironically, maintained problematic assumptions about writing. Without
attempting to undo the hard-fought gains towards academic legitimacy, this project
considers how the development of a counterdisciplinary orientation from within the field
might facilitate critical pedagogies based on social-epistemic rhetorics and cultural
studies.

Crowley's argument suggests something of the difficult position involved in
institutional criticism in composition and rhetoric. Many of the established theorists in
the field, like Crowley, have seen it gain institutional status as a separate discipline.
Crowley's texts echoes many other works that attribute the problematic past with
composition's relationship to literary criticism and celebrates its gradual distinction from
literary criticism.

In asking this question, I am assuming that the field of composition and rhetoric
is often characterized by what Gregory Jay refers to as a "disciplinary drive." And while
Crowley and others give persuasive testament to the importance of such a drive, it is
worthwhile, if presumptuous, to consider the blind spots of such a drive. Because this
dissertation is concerned with cultural studies, defined here as a counterdisciplinary set of
theories, the question of disciplinarity is particularly germane to its focus. This question,

it seems to me, is all the more important if we assume as I do that what counts as
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knowledge in the field of composition and rhetoric is often shaped by factors "outside"
the field. I am contending that this disciplinary drive is negotiated in multiple related
spheres of the work of composition and rhetoric. The first half of this project assumes
that the field of composition and rhetoric is not defined only by scholars in the field but
that the separation between composition and rhetoric and other fields is a function of an
institutional structure that is reinforced at the level of scholarly publications.

It may be objected that a focus on cultural studies is afield from the project of the
writing classroom which is, after all, designed to teach people to write. Certainly as a
teacher of writing, I believe that writing skills ought to be part of the project of
composition and rhetoric. In my teaching, however, I have found that a cultural rhetorical
approach is not only consistent with developing skills; it can significantly contribute to
them.

At the same time that I view writing skills as a valued objective of the
composition course, I think that we need to address that the students' understanding of the
specific context of the university, its structure, and its limiting and enabling conditions,
contributes much more to student success than is generally assumed. For example, I
taught a class for students who had received a 1.5 or lower in the freshmen writing class.
I asked the students to write literacy narratives that included their experiences in the
freshmen course. I feared that this assignment amounted to something like a forced
confession; however, these concerns were allayed when well over half of the students
stated that the reason they did not do well had nothing to do with their writing or critical
thinking skills. The reason these students did poorly is that they were unable to get up for

the 8:00 a.m. class.



What could 1 have these students do that would somehow help them succeed and
develop critical skills? Should I have them fill in time management calendars? Advise
them to sleep in their clothes? Buy them alarm clocks? What became apparent was that
they simply lacked a certain understanding of the institution itself and their relationship
to it. For most of these students the problem became one of considering, more
thoughtfully, how to schedule courses.

A more interesting line of development for my purposes is the “Writing Against
the Disciplines” which implies a critical interrogation of the disciplinary frames. My
own concern here is more consistent with this approach; however, it is critical to address
the purpose of such an approach and it is in this focus that I find cultural studies and
rhetoric to supply a critical framework for the classroom. In other words, the reasons for
“writing against the disciplines” can be many and varied; what I would like to suggest is
that such an approach be used in the service of a cultural politics that encourages students
to focus on writing skills as a means for effecting social power.

Readings of imaginative fiction encourage students to develop critical
perspectives about how institutions organize and maintain common sense notions of
knowledge, and the broader social and cultural implications of such practices and
strategies for “writing against” such tendencies. In this sense “writing across the
disciplines” is an accurate label only to the extent that “disciplines™ extend beyond the
academic notion of the term to include the different ways that knowledge is organized

and maintained in non-academic forums as well as in the academy.
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Rhetoric of Research: Reading the Institutionalization of Cultural Studies

As a method of analysis and a source for pedagogy, this conception of rhetoric is
concerned with how a text achieves specific effects through narrative forms (Soter 59).
In addition, as theorists like Kenneth Burke and James Berlin have argued, rhetoric has
been concerned with how these effects can be understood to function in the specific
contexts of their production and consumption. A cultural rhetorical method for reading
scholarship on cultural studies and English. is concerned with how a text achieves
specific effects through narrative forms, the meanings imbedded in the construction of
arguments, and the social effects of such arguments (Soter 59).

Many of the responses focus on the immediate institutional context of the
academy: “I want to get a good grade,” “I want to learn how to be a doctor, lawyer,
police officer,” to the more general: “I want to learn to communicate better,” “be a better
person.” And, of course, many of the students respond with vocational and professional
interests in mind: “I want to get out of here so I can start making money,” and, more
frankly, “I want to get out of this class so I can get on to the ‘real’ courses that will make
me a doctor, or a lawyer.” These responses all bridge the very specific location of the
classroom with some sense, however nebulous, of the opportunities that their work in the
classroom will provide them in the future.

The institutional, political and social institutions that produce and legitimate
certain types of knowledge continue to be suppressed in composition and rhetoric in the
interest of establishing composition and rhetoric as a separate discipline. The field of
composition and rhetoric is at a place where it can better interrogate the blind spots and

limitations of own "disciplinary drive." Doing so, however, requires more attention to
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the institutional locations as sites of production--classrooms, committee meetings and
scholarly forums--that maintain exclusionary practices.

Analyses of research in the fields of rhetoric and composition and cultural studies
have a specific argument in mind: despite much useful criticism on ways to read and the
relationship between theory and pedagogy, cultural studies has been incorporated into the
U.S. English department, thereby maintaining the traditional, marginalized status of
composition and rhetoric. Without a significant disruption of the disciplinary framework
of writing and other ways of knowing, composition remains in a marginalized status, and
writing practices in the academy will continue to be guided by what Sharon Crowley
refers to as the screening process for dominant discourses.

What this type of rhetorical analysis provides that I think is missing in Crowley's
now-famous argument for the removal of the universal writing requirement is an
emphasis on how academic scholarship itself maintains problematic disciplinary
divisions. In this sense, I do not view the texts that I analyze here as primarily
representations of or arguments about the institution of English studies. Rather, drawing
on Foucault's conception of the state as a condensation of discourses, I assume that these
texts are part of what we refer to as the institution of English studies. In saying this,
however, I do not mean to suggest that these are the only or the primary components of
the academic institution. My orientation to reading texts is also influenced by Raymond
Williams' cultural materialism to analyze how texts are situated in the material conditions
surrounding their production circulation.

The following texts present a selective history of cultural studies' reception in

English studies over the past fifteen years: James Berlin and Michael Vivian's Cultural
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Studies in the English Classroom (1992); Isaiah Smithson and Nancy Ruff, in English
Studies/Culture Studies (1994); Karen Fitts and Alan France's Left Margins: Cultural
Studies and Composition Pedagogy (1995) and Thomas Rosteck's At the Intersections:
Cultural Studies and Rhetorical Studies (1999). An analysis of these anthologies
suggests a gradual process of strategically particularizing cultural studies in ways that
removes the critical question of disciplinarity and its political possibilities.

Anthologies have become the primary genre that comes out of the engagement of
cultural studies and rhetoric. The central feature of the anthology is to frame a series of
discussions in a way that draws on joint assumptions, which also leaves room for
"dissensus.” Thus, the anthology, in allowing for dissensus under a unifying set of
questions or assumptions, appears to be particularly well-suited to discussions of cultural
studies. The anthology seems particularly effective for this type of construction of
cultural studies. However, as I have suggested in my readings above, it is critical with
such texts to consider the very act of framing the debates in the introductions as critical
interventions in the debates themselves. While the following analysis draws on many
different and often contradictory forms, including contributions to these texts, it is
instructive to consider the extent to which the anthology itself as academic form both

constrains and enables the arguments that are developed about cultural studies.

Limitations
It is important to clarify that while this project accepts that a primary concern of
composition and rhetoric is to help students become "better writers," this project gives

limited attention to the debates surrounding specific strategies, approaches, and
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assumptions regarding the teaching of writing skills. Although such practices are
important, I focus instead on the political and social effects of writing instruction.

In addition, this project does not develop an analysis of the work in British
cultural studies over the last ten years. Instead it follows a line of trajectory of the British
school through its recent engagement with postcolonial criticism. A more developed
treatment of the specific arguments, theorists, and locations of the British school, then,

remains an important line of inquiry for future scholarship.

Disciplinarity and the Modern University

The status of composition studies has been hotly contested over the past thirty
years, as it has gradually gained disciplinary legitimacy. However, this dissertation looks
at the "blind spots" that result from what Gregory Jay has called the "disciplinary drive"
in composition and rhetoric (675).

I am using disciplinarity as a trope that draws on Foucault's conception of
"disciplining" which he describes in Discipline and Punish as a form of "political
anatomy of detail” which produces "docile bodies" through the organization of
knowledges (137-138).9 Such disciplinary institutions, as Foucault remarks elsewhere,
maintains the necessary link between power and knowledge (Power/Knowledge 52).

Understanding the way the university contributes, through its disciplinary
formations, to social power, requires attention to the emergence of the modern university.

In Ideology of the Aesthetic, Terry Eagleton associates the development of the bourgeois

® For Foucault disciplinarity serves two related functions that are critical to my understanding of
contemporary composition and rhetoric. It refers to the organization of knowledge through institutions like
the educational system, hospitals and the military (Discipline 137-138). Importantly, the organization of
knowledge through such institutions also serves to discipline individuals through the "exercise of
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subject with the emergence of the Western nation state. The shift from the decentered
power of feudalism towards a more centralized national government, Eagleton argues,
required a means through which social order can be maintained "hegemonically"” (27).
While the emergence of nation states in Europe involved coercive mechanisms, the
stability of the nation depended on the emergence of "A new kind of human subject-
sensitive, passionate, individualist" (27). As a result of this concern over maintaining
power, Eagleton argues, there must be a means through which the individual subject will
police him/herself. "There is a world of political difference," Eagleton argues, "between
a law which the subject really does give to itself, in radical democratic styles, and a
decree which still descends from on high but which the subject now 'authenticates™ (27).
The difference, Eagleton contends, is that this new bourgeois subject is also capable of
developing strategies that are counter to the interests of the ruling power structure.
Sustaining social order of the emerging bourgeois middle-class requires a de-
centered means through which the nation state encourages the individual to manage
her/his own sense of propriety. "For power to be individually authenticated,” Eagleton
continues, "there must be constructed within the subject a new form of inwardness which
will do the unpalatable work of the law for it, and all the more effectively since that law
has now apparently evaporated” (27). Eagleton locates the moment where aesthetics in
the form of social control over taste and sensibility becomes a separate sphere of
knowledge. That emerges simultaneous to this new bourgeois subject, through "self-
policing.”" The subject in this formulation internalizes an association between his/her

liberty with "the historic victory of bourgeois liberty and democracy over the barbarously

infinitesimal power™ and "meticulous control of the operations of the body. . . which assured the constant
subjection of its forces and imposed upon them a relation of docility-utility” (137).
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repressive [feudal] state” (27). For Eagleton, control of aesthetics and history, taste, and
sensibility are critical to legitimizing the nation state as the locus of power.

Eagleton's analysis links the development of the modern bourgeois subject to the
development of separate spheres of knowledge that would impact the disciplinary
formation of the modern university. Sharon Crowley enhances Eagleton's analysis by
arguing that the focus on aesthetics in the U.S. "stimulated important changes in liberal
arts education, which is an important site wherein modern bourgeois subjectivity is
developed and disciplined" (Composition 32). In essence, the critical importance given
the aesthetic in the development of separate spheres as ideological means of maintaining
social order is more than coincidental to the notion of individual subjectivity. For
Crowley, this association between the emergence of the bourgeois subject, its attachment
to the nation state, and its relationship to the development of spheres of knowledge that
are ontologically separated, have problematic effects for the study of rhetoric and its
development as a disciplining mechanism in the U.S. academy. "This shift in the focus of
rhetorical education—away from civic virtue and toward the bourgeois project of
self-improvement—coincided with the demise of rhetoric as a field of study” (34).

My point in reading Eagleton and Crowley's conception of the aesthetic and its
gradual impact on the field of composition and rhetoric is to establish the links between
the modern bourgeois subject, the establishment of academic disciplinary formations, and
social politics. For Eagleton and Crowley, the bourgeois subject is interrelated to the
sustenance of the nation state. These concerns, moreover, are intimately connected to the

development of disciplinary spheres in the modern university which maintain the distinct
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function of the field of rhetoric and composition to "discipline and maintain the dominant
subjectivity” (Crowley 34).

It is not difficult to understand, given this formulation of the disciplinary structure
of the modern university, how the project of cultural studies has maintained a critical
perspective towards the established borders of modernity. Yet as my example above
suggests, rather than giving over one series of (modern) assumptions for another (cultural
studies/postmodern), the classroom is often a location for the interweaving of multiple,
often contestatory assumptions about what counts as knowledge—assumptions that reflect
competing ideas about the subject.

I will argue that U.S. English studies gradually retreats from the
counterdisciplinary focus of British cultural studies. While I have no interest in
establishing the British School as an orthodoxy, Chapter Two seeks to strategically
recover this movement as a means for rethinking the unique disciplinary situation of
contemporary composition and rhetoric in the U.S. Consequently, I will be employing
British cultural studies and its movements since the formation of the Birmingham Center.
This usage will also draw, like the British School itself, on a wide array of theories,
including structuralism, poststructuralism and postcolonial theories.

In an attempt to locate cultural studies in the specific context of U.S. composition
and rhetoric, I will focus on the intersections of British cultural studies and the field of
rhetoric and composition in the U.S. This intersection involves a call for a focus on what
Berlin refers to as “technology(s] for producing consciousness" (Rhetorics 108-109)
through a “multiplicity of formulations™ including media, film, and photography (108-

109). The following outline of chapters describes a developing argument that draws on
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such a "multiplicity of formulations" in academic scholarship, film and historical fiction,

to develop a critical pedagogy.

Chapter One:

No Way Out: Cultural Studies and Disciplinarity in Composition and Rhetoric

This chapter provides both a critical analysis and a literature review of scholarship at the
intersections of cultural studies, rhetoric, and composition in the U.S. This chapter
argues that the counterdisciplinary focus, associated with British cultural studies, has
been shorn away from uses of cultural studies that fit into existing disciplinary formations
in English.

This chapter views the intersections of cultural studies and rhetoric and
composition in the U.S. as a site of unresolved tension between the modern subject
implicit in the disciplinary formation of the contemporary academy, and the post modern
challenge to this conception of the subject. Through a rhetorical analysis of academic
texts on the "intersections" of cultural and English studies in the U.S., I argue that a
important feature of cultural studies in U.S. English studies has been the gradual
elimination of the counterdisciplinary perspective. I contend that scholarship on cultural
studies in U.S. English programs leaves the disciplinary subjects (read literary critics,
rhetoric and composition, anthropology, sociology) at the same time that it seeks to
critique the notion of subjectivity upon which they are based. Moreover, I argue that the
counterdisciplinary focus associated with British cultural studies has been shorn away

from uses of cultural studies.
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Chapter Two:

Recovering British Cultural Studies and the Critique of the Disciplinary Subject
Reading British cultural studies through early "founding texts" of Raymond Williams,
Richard Hoggart, and E. P. Thompson, and its engagement with structuralism, and
poststructural theory, this chapter argues that the counterdisciplinarity challenge to the
structure of modern university is integral to the British school. Moreover, this chapter
argues that cultural studies supplies a framework for rethinking composition and rhetoric

U.S. through the development of a counterdisciplinary perspective.

Chapter Three: Disciplinary Tendencies: Debates over Literature in Composition
This chapter analyzes the Tate-Lindemann debates over the uses of literature in
composition as emblematic of a tendency in composition and rhetoric to ignore the
possibilities of cultural studies theories that might suggest a strategic use of imaginative
fiction. Since many of the contributions to these debates are based on histories, this
chapter becomes a strategic meta-history that reveals 1.) that the tendency to "read" the
history of rhetoric and composition in opposition to literary criticism is often based on a
"disciplinary drive" in U.S. composition and rhetoric, and 2.) that cultural studies,
provides a means for thinking of a counterdisciplinary orientation. This chapter
concludes with an argument for imaginative fiction that illustrates a counterdisciplinary

orientation from with the dominant institution.
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Chapter Four:
Towards a Cultural Rhetorics for U.S. Composition and Rhetoric

Chapter Four shifts the focus from scholarly texts on cultural studies and
composition to the emergent subfield of cultural rhetorics. First this chapter argues that
these two bodies of research, like the work on cultural studies and composition, too often
ignore the critical question of disciplinarity. It then seeks to reclaim a cultural rhetorics
with a counterdisciplinary perspective through a cultural rhetorical reading of Atwood's
novel. This chapter puts the theoretical framework developed in Chapter Three into
dialogue with scholarship in rhetoric as a means for developing a counterdisciplinary
approach to work in the field. It focuses specific attention on the work of Kenneth Burke
and James Berlin as offering promising frameworks for understanding rhetoric and
writing as social discourses that must mediate multiple institutional functions through
various forms.
Chapter Five
Cultural Rhetorics, Visual Rhetorics and Classroom Practices in Julie Dash’s
Daughters of the Dust
This chapter serves two purposes. First, it demonstrates visual rhetorics of a postcolonial
film as a specific type of cultural rhetoric that extends the trajectory of British cultural
studies to postcolonial criticism. Second, this chapter explores pedagogical practices that
de-center writing as a specific mechanism of communication to be read in relation to
other forms.

A story about the last days of African American Gullahs living off the coast of
South Carolina before they migrated to the mainland, Daughters of the Dust places

various forms of representation (writing, film, and photography) side by side to dramatize
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their limitations in telling the story of the Gullahs. These dramatizations, moreover, are
linked to empirical science and the notion of progress through the character of Mr. Snead,
a mainlander who has come with his photographic gear to document the historic day of
migration. The shifting narrative perspectives and disorienting use of visual imagery
create a pastiche weaving together the stories of multiple characters-living, dead and
unborn. I argue that Daughters of the Dust constitutes a cultural rhetoric in its focus on
how class and race-based subjectivities are constructed through multiple textual forms,
legitimated through empirical science. Specifically, Daughters of the Dust provides
excellent examples of how various forms of writing have been attached to empirical
science to create what Foucault refers to as "regimes of truth." Dash's film, for instance,
constitutes a cultural rhetoric that dramatizes that the historical record of 20® century
African American Gullah's was created through writing, photography, and early cinema
and scientific assumptions about what these technologies can represent. In this
formulation writing is viewed not as a mirror through which to discover an empirical

truth, but as one of many technologies through which subjectivities are created.
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Chapter One
No Way Out:

Cultural Studies and Disciplinarity in Composition and Rhetoric

In order for cultural studies to find an audience of U.S. teachers
and students, workers in the area will need to construct programs
and practices with a uniquely American flavor.
James Berlin and Michael Vivian, Cultural
Studies in the English Classroom, p. xiii
It is unlikely that the disciplinary structures and mechanisms of
universities will disappear in the near future. . . it would be a
mistake to locate cultural studies within them.
Henry Giroux, Teachers as Intellectuals, p.
155
At the same time I worked at the litigation support company, I started teaching in
an English department that promoted a "cultural studies" approach to composition. The
course I taught, English 110, employed theories of James Berlin, Susan Miller and
George Trimbur into a pedagogy that would encourage "critical thinking” about the texts
and institutions that shaped student lives. Diana George and John Trimbur's Reading
Culture was particularly well-suited, I believed, for a cultural studies approach because it
featured "reading and writing assignments . . . designed to promote a critical distancing"

(xv). Students in the course read popular texts and wrote essays to "observe and evaluate
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as well as participate in the everyday life of contemporary America"(xv). The course,
then, had what I perceived to be two purposes: 1.) to develop reading and writing skills,
and 2.) to use these skills as they negotiated their places within social formations.

With these ideas in mind, I entered English 110, a class full of 18-year-old
freshmen, went over the syllabus, and began the ongoing process of assessing theories
about composition pedagogy against what was going on in the classroom. From the first

| day on, when students nodded at terms like "culture" and "power," I believed that this
course was encouraging students not only to understand how individuals are "written"
along lines of race, class and gender, in popular discourse; I was also convinced that the
students were developing the skills to analyze and resist such tendencies. Students, for
example, read and wrote about newspaper articles on the controversy surrounding rap
music and the song "Cop Killer," focusing on racialized assumptions embedded in the
texts, and they used these texts to write about (and against) the way they are "written" as
members of a particular subculture.

The next semester, I optimistically took on an evening section of English 225, the
second course in the university's required sequence. In stark contrast to the demographics
of English 110, English 225, which was part of a "Continuing Education" program, was
much more diverse in student age, ethnicity, work experience, and academic background.
These differences did little to change my confidence from the previous semester, and 1
began the course by rehearsing a syllabus similar to the one I used in English 110."° As 1
read the course description, however, I immediately began to notice signs of concerns on

the students’ faces. Finally, a member of the class, a returning student in her fifties, gave

1 The primary difference between the two courses was that English 225 required students to read a novel
and to write a research paper as preparation for their other academic requirements.
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voice to the discontent: "You are going to teach us how to write, aren't you? " Before I
had a chance to answer, other students chimed in with questions: "Am I going to be
penalized if my papers aren't political?" and "Are you going to help us prepare for the
proficiency test?"!! I’m sure that my responses reflected how ill equipped I was to
engage the students' legitimate concerns about the class.'> Throughout the term, the
students encouraged me to consider more thoroughly how the course "agenda" was
already prescribed by factors beyond my control, not the least of which was the specter of
the timed, proficiency exam which was assessed on the basis of clarity, grammar and
organization.

Part of the confusion surrounding my approach to English 225, was the result of
competing assumptions about the "disciplinary" functions of composition studies. Many
of the students in the class objected to what they viewed as an overtly political approach
to a course that was ostensibly supposed to be about writing. While I have no reason to
believe that they necessarily objected to the politics of the course, they certainly called
me to task for diverting attention away to the task at hand: developing writing skills.

This perception maintained, moreover, even though we spent a good deal of time writing,
revising, and rewriting papers that would, notwithstanding the course "content," help
prepare students for academic discourse.

The confusion, I have come to suspect, was the result of a dissonance between

internalized assumptions about disciplinarity. This tension was apparent in the students'

! After taking the two required courses, students were required to take a proficiency test. Ifthey failed the
test, they were required to retake English 225.

12 The difference in attitudes between the two courses was partly a function of course demographics.
Whereas English 110 was made up of 18 and 19-year-old freshman, this second course was an evening
course with the designation "continuing education.” In addition to a few "traditional” sophomore students--
19-year-olds in their second year of college--English 225 was comprised of a wide variety of student ages
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reactions to reading Herman Melville's Bartleby the Scrivener and Barbara Kingsolver's
Animal Dreams. While many of the students enjoyed the texts, they continued to express
concerns that these readings—which I assume they associated with a literature course—
would detract from time we could have spent working on ways to pass the proficiency
exam.

English 225, therefore, brought to light two important concerns that I have since
come to identify with the way that knowledge is produced and organized in academic
research on the teaching of writing. Reactions against literary texts and political content
created tensions, in part, because of a few preconceived notions of a writing class as
skills-based. The urgency surrounding concerns about the proficiency exam served as a
tacit acknowledgement that the academic institution itself was concerned with
disciplining students to conform to a specific type of discourse.

I do not mean to suggest here that these students were somehow naive about what
ought to be the real focus of the writing class. These students had very good reasons to be
concerned about developing writing skill and quickly at that, and I take it as axiomatic
that writing abilities ought to be of primary concern to the writing class and a good deal
of other course. However, if scholars and teachers are going to focus on the politics of
their practices, it's better to understand and communicate how such practices are
mediated by the knowledge that is organized along disciplinary concerns.

Cultural studies and its convergence with rhetoric provide an excellent example of
how disciplinarity, as one of the primary ways the academy organizes knowledge, does

the cultural work of dividing

and backgrounds ranging from the 50 year-old social worker who was returning to school for the first time
in over 20 years, to a 16-year-old Indian woman just entering college.
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Counterdisciplinarity in the Classroom

Recovering the concerns of British cultural studies have helped me think through
many of the questions that arose in my teaching of English 110 and English 225 and in
subsequent classes. I began by questioning why counterdisciplinarity is a key concept
and whether it could provide a means for developing a critical pedagogy that focuses on
the formation of knowledge.

Fortunately there have been a number of scholarly attempts in recent years to
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