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ABSTRACT

This paper addresses civic educators on the left, who
"babble'" about liberation and empowerment by transformative
intellectuals. The paper argues that many of those "leftists" belong
to the group that could be called "boss'" compositionists, comfortable
lower managers of a corrupt system, who never tire of denouncing the
traditional or of advertising their own alleged revolution in
composition. The paper states that (1) "boss' compositions can
produce little evidence that they have improved students' writing
more than their denigrated predecessors improved it; (2) the
liberators and empowerers have done little to improve the lot of the
graduate students and other contingent workers who actually teach
composition; (3) the intellectual quality of their heralded
discipline is unremarkable; (4) by their careerism, the boss
compositions have duplicated the wider society's brutal division of
haves and have nots; and (5) in consequence the deepest lesson of the
revolution in composition is the lesson of upward mobility in the
main stream, the lesson of going along to get along. The paper offers
three brief examples to substantiate these points, two of which are
recent books about the subject. (TB)
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(Paper Read at the Roundtable on the Research Paper, CCCC: 1996) -

For this conv,_gntion-, under the heading -f'Ethics of Teaching ¥riting,™ I
propqsed a twenty-minute discussion of "Composition and Civic Education."
Looking at the-work of civic educators on both Right nnd Left, I proposed to
argue-that both groups teach more by what they do than by what ‘they say -a.pd
that the lessons taught by practic_:e',_ not precept, are often bad. My proposal
had just nothing to do with the research paper, and I was assigned to this
rounqtable through either bttrea;ucrgtj.c inc_qmpetence or ~bureaucmtic_mlice.

I didx_z"_t‘ v-_:_reje'(:t tt_u; -a_s_si;__mment ‘because: ._If' .bgl'i:.ev_ev that 'yhgt,_jI'_»' m\savl.ng ‘needs
to be -said despite the burea.uc'racy,. in which I have no -,_gonffidence. *To "x:;et:a>
hearing,_ I'm quite willing to be .°a"_1." as ir;-elev;mt s_‘cap‘e.go_at-. As_ aca.demic.s,“
we need to rgali_ze _that. gcademic_ life subjects us to continuong brain-washing--
bra m-wnshm sbq;g;timgjsr 80.. ,:s‘;ncc_‘g__ggfg_l. that -well-me axnmz -:. professionals:can: in
all ‘sincerity. beli:eye'_the unbelievable. - o

Since:vw;e_ are all forbidden to change our p_ropo_gt_}d .topi‘ps,a_ I.wj.;:l.lurespect

my proposal and will use my limited time to talk mainlyabout; civie ‘educators

on the'-‘Left-' who -babble- about liberation -and empowerment by _tra.n'sf-'o\nngtive---

mtellectualso M'my of those Left].sts ‘belong . to the group: that VI call “boss

_compos1t1on1sts, comfortable lower mnagers of a corrppt”-ff"yetem, who ‘never

_ t1re of denouncmg the current tmdltional or of. udeertl.s].ng;: the:.r own a.llep;ed i'~_':

revolfut:."on-_n-::n:.cvompos;-_tl.on. S mmtam -(1) that the .;hF"’.%':»‘9;0@95175_19_1‘_-19:?9; can.: -

ﬁhttle to 1mpr0ve the lot of the gra.dunte students and
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- other contingent workers who actually teach composition, ( 3) that the intel- |
leetos.l quz‘tllity_‘. of the heralded di‘sci‘.pline of composition _is unremarkable ,
('4)_‘that" by their. care,erisin__'tlie boss compositiOnists-,--ha.veffrlu}ii,ic&t‘ed .the wider_.;
society's brutal division:into: haves. and haven!'ts, -and..(5) that -An -consequence
the'-deepe_st' fjlesson -of the revolution in compoé‘i"t'i*,on‘ is :the’ lesson of. upward -
mbi;ity m the -._po_llu-ted. main-stream, the lesson ,-of._.goj.ng along :to get ..a_lona__a-_‘ :
To. say-all thet in less than ten minutes, Imust argue from brief examples,. .
hop_ig_uz’ thatw‘rehlnts w111prompt your own.___th_:_i?n]ging..,u ‘

Exaiple:1,

At the Un1vers1ty -of Texas in 1990, Professor Linda -Brodkey provoked an
academc food-fight by proposrng a new syll_abus for the required freshman course -
in composition,  The: -‘.sql.xalid;:f-racas drew national attention, but nobody said..
much'abol'xt‘ Brodkey's reason for: imposing her new'r.order.'---uThe_.teeching assist~
ants who "ta.ught..her_ ‘course in writing, Brodkey said repeatedly,' didn't know how
to do '-it.‘- She had- to 'gruide them, The Un1versity of Texas and its Enghsh De-
partment that is to say, had for .years: ass1gned the.. teachmg of a basic re~ -
quired course to -incompetent.: teachers; -and. that.sc,anids.]‘. shad gone- nnchecket_i',by :
a nnxch*-'adver.tised . Program: 'in composition -and'-rhetoric‘. The freshmen ha.d been
'taught by lmprepa.red graduate students, wlule boss composit:.om.sts had prepared
‘new. Ph.,Do‘s in rhetor1c to' become boss compos1t1on1sts themselves yet:_"nobot_ly_a_

found that s1tuatxon remarka.ble. Now add that boss compos:.t:.omsts constantly

complam \abont the research gap between them -and:, a.l ,teachers and about the

teachmg assistants, part-t1mrs, a.nd temporarzes, and 11’ gra.duates of rhetor:.c >
‘: programs aun to become 'bosses too, then the boss composltxomsts' self-pralse

. 1s empty. They; are -;ow__rer_s:’e.:ers on Po!_nocompo :Plantgt;oqfeohrshqs' ,who; woul_d_-llke_.
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to. marry ol' massa's daughter and move into the big house.
Example 2.
In 1995, Joseph Janangelo and Christine Hansen (an admirable young_ scholar)

ed1ted Res:.tuatng; Wra.tugg* Constructn!g and Admm.sterrgg Wntlng Prop;rams,

Volume wh:.ch exndes the desire for uward mob111ty toward promot1on, tennre,
respect, and good, money, Though I wou.ld not say that - the contributors: to the
vo'lume ‘have sold -out'- they'-have def‘nutelyu ___g-___-:-:].n--«to‘the. Profess].on. They
seg: No. contmd:l.ctxon ‘between the1r own.. push for h1gher status and thelr assump-
tion thnt the.systematic exploitation: of the real teachers will contmue per-
haps with slight amelioration by -rbenef.xc:e{nce:___from. above,
Amusinéiy,;;vnthe-_:..prof.e_ssional_iz_ed ,__cox_xtr:xlht_xto_ra. manage inadvertently. to-under-
mine '-rthe’:.newly--carrsnt-4--tr_ad-ition of:. vast clai_n_xs_...,for--the-v supposed -discipl_ine : |
which they pro,f*esa-v,.- :On‘e__footnote:_aclqiow],edgefs that. although the boss composi-
tionists iaugh at-the old emphasis on correctness,--many other faculty .and: many.
employers aro concerned for-such deta11. One 2..8._.1 raises the darming quest:.on :
of-.the. state of- compos:.tlon in: two-year colleges, wh1ch teach about one-half of
-compos-:l.txon '8 Apost-aecondary students. It 1sn't clear that the great murky
wave . of research has reached those students a.nd the1r part-t:une teachers or (1f

1t has) that ¢he vaunted ‘new methods -are: improvements on: the old. ‘%everal es=

‘'says recogn1ze that 1ndeed thate are ma.ny ways of teach1ng compos1t1on, some

old, some new, and.that no way can bej...-f-.snmly.;;.;]k.abs].ed.;-be,st-.;;-.,. Present. me.tho,ds‘_..of
A . ot F N R T I T

-evaluation. don't.allow. anyone o, demon trat (andcertamlynot s,.*aog»;:f_.___..ixiéasm L

improvement ,_m students' wmt:.ng by ﬂ program. ‘l‘o tth intpl,ied md1ctment of :

d that the book 1tse1£ &3 offers no

.fal.se Jadvertlsxng,_ it'suhardly necess{_-’

def:.mtmns of itg &ox; a,of 1grov¢ement A wr1t1ng progran. admm.strator 1s,

i et

"then~ an:. adnnnistrator of We know not what, ‘
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Exmlc 3.
0nly this year, the Southern Illinoxs Un1vers1tv Press publ1shed Cog)__o :

t1on in the Twenty-First Centmy Cr1818 nnd Chmggg, a large volume edited by

L(ynn Bloom, Donald Dtuker, and Edward White,: ; ‘all of whom had worked w1th the
Counc).l of Wr1ting Program Admmistrators. The book grew from a ‘conference-
organized by the edxtors in 1993, thh asslstance from the MLA, the NCTE, and.
the'4Gs; ) It is -the qu:.ntessent:tal estabhshment effort

| D1scussibn could repeat mach that I have sa:.d of my f1rat and second. ex-
amples, ju.st as the book 1tself repeats many of the criticisms of- compos:.tlon,
studies and boss compoaxt:.onists 'bhat dlss1dents, scorned by the estabhshed -
_have offered for mguy-yearg, A mldly dyspept:Lc but percept:we reader mght
conclude.-.' that the boss .cOmposttronrsts.\,have'r--taxle_d. -lr_t.everythmg- -but. status~.
seeking. -

Pract:tcal fm.lures are reflected.in."the new abolitionism" (the move to.
abollsh freshman- Enghsh as-a reqmrement) a.nd in. the repeated acknowledgment .
that the number of explo1ted teachers h.as increased wh1le the:Lr work:mg cond1-
tlons have not :unproved The alleged revolut:mn in. (compos1t1on was. to mke all -

thmgs new, but the. transformat:tve :mtellectuuls have not empowered even. the

s_ubordmates to whom ».the1-r-..soca.-al.‘.re.spons‘rbrl-r.tyris,t-greatest.- .

Intellectual fa1lure prompts the - careful rea.der s gradual real1zat1on that_ -

compos:ttion studies 1s an lmbounded chaos a.nd that the conference was- a d1scur-;;

_ _s1ve‘ 2003 Yet polysyllabic confe,ree,s 11.ke John Tnmbur‘,gloruy, then' chaos. 88,
a postmodem pastiche, . ;hetenogeneous a.nd polyvalentﬂmluplinty that res=:

sists "pos1t1v1st certamt1es anck f

datxonal xaccounts- ». v‘l‘rlmbur is: qu1te

A
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part.icu_l_ar area of inquiry and not assthe professional conversetion about -that
knovledge“ but -'as-,-'.'.i_',_.l_xe'-scti_v_ity' of -passing:'on' important kmowledge and: nurturing
in a new generation the povers thanenable such-knowledge." Readers are not
1.;o‘ld- what knowledge or why .it‘ is dimportant, -so'_that co_z_nposi_t_i_cn studies becomes:
indistinguishable from animal-husbandry or -abxlormal .psycho];o_gy;* Somebounda- |
__ries,~-'=however. -:despi'be- .the theme. of. th-is- presexlt-.conierenceg (-_"»trav.nscendin.g Vbollu!-_ :
dar1es“), should be ma1ntamed and not transcended. Fkamples are: -.»prov-ided- by
mthematxcs, logm, law, moral:.ty, religion, and double yellow lines: on. h1ghways.

What further conclus:.cns and what suggeetxons .for act:.o_n can I now append
to my examples of civ1c educatmn as it is actually practiced? Prlmrlly, T, am-
compelled to recognize;" after over. sncty years in ma,]or unnrersa.txes, that X2
person. vho chooses-to work mz»posi_’.-_secondnry_:cc_mpo_s-:l.-txoxl:» in. the .United States
chooses ‘some degree ;of-s‘ccr_spllcity in a cofrupt and--expl—dltdtive systel_n;_._-_h

The happiest souls- s.mox_'xg successful systemites are the good profe.ssione.ls
who- accepp-.:the_l system.uncritically, -push hard: for ‘their-own status: and- privi=--
lege, yeot gemiinely : believethatthey are. 1l iber.atc:;.s_, -empoverers,: transformative
inte llecttmls:’*-- ‘Tl-xey-~ pave' hell |

I.ess quiet souls among . the- professxonally snccessful build careers, . re11sh‘
-the:l.r success, but try (vrthin the systenm's rnles) to-ameliorate. the mevxtable'.
c'onse_quence_s-s -o-£~ 'thosei-.- ve_ry- _rul_es;-. Their .consciences are clear, but. therr mel.i-_;.g;,..
orism’ obstructs deep*change. |

- The genuinely unquaetv amnguth& r:l.sen .can. mnage only rud:.mentary self-

deceptio They cal the:l.r'_am BEY

conscxences -by guer lla. wa.rfare from the mr—

lee thef- ameli _rators, the ma‘rgmahzed gnerxllss :(whom I jomed 4 -the._t

£

603 af'ber gettmg _tenu.re) accompl:l.sh httrle wa,th much effo,rt N
'7 To the extent ~that beneficlal change is poss1b1e, 1ts most promsing

°gents ‘are’ the system '8 nctxms, the real teachers, vhose struggle for jusncd.'_'

L,, -
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happily conicides with their sgl»f-interest. With rebellious teachers, the guer—:
illas shou‘ld nmake common_ecaig_s'é‘, thoughgin-'tl.le full awareness: that- if the ex-
ploited -o_veréome thei;-',exl;loitation' but remain:within the s&s-ﬁem-, thé system
will mkefth{m._;e_xpl'o"it_gr's‘ -in their turn.. That is the -system's nature. Yet
one needa;.qqf.ﬁ,_bclieye‘;l,;_f in order to-struggle, that struggle will succeed.-

It've tpigd»no#.to -g_pqi,l'_:_yomf party. I hope you will read what ,I_'x(e writ-,

[Poétscrippﬁ, January, 1997, After the conference, I submitted my paper
to CCC. The editor rejected it, saying I had said it all before, The audience
who heard the paper was enthusiastic and asked for copies. I myself thought a

lot of it was new (not just.the thumbnail reviews of two new books) ., ]
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